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As the U.S. continues to grapple with the need for a racial reckoning,
and with a growth of progressive voices and movements—especially those
lead by Black, Indigenous, and People of Color—now is an important time
to re-examine social work’s knowledge base. Students, researchers, and
practitioners need the tools to challenge hegemony, inequity, injustice,
and White supremacy from a structural position. Critical theory is an
important tool for such work, yet it is not well integrated into social work
textbooks, and many students still have limited exposure to it. In this paper, we explore critical theory’s roots and evolution and discuss theories
and approaches from this lens that have relevance to social work, including
critical pedagogy, Foucauldian theory, queer theory, Critical Whiteness/

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • December, 2021 • Volume XLVIII • Number 4

5

6

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Critical Race Theory, critical feminisms, and intersectionality. We discuss
how these approaches can inform social work practice and education.
Keywords: critical theory, critical race theory, intersectionality, critical
feminisms, critical pedagogy, queer theory, social work
In this moment in time when the U.S.—and, indeed, many parts
of the world—is recognizing the need for a racial reckoning, some
are calling for social workers to replace police as a means of mitigating the harm that has been perpetrated against those who are
most marginalized and most vulnerable to violence at the hands of
the State. At the same time, social workers—led in large part by social work students across the country—are beginning to recognize
our complicity in engaging carceral logics (punitive approaches) in
social work practice. Kirk (2020) and others have expressed how
COVID-19 has amplified global disparities to such a degree that
they can no longer be ignored. In this vein, Kirk cautions us not
to bypass this moment, and instead reconcile the historical dissonance that exists between social work values and social work practice. This would look like interrogating and uprooting social work
theory and praxis that uphold and perpetuate White supremacist,
capitalist, cisheteropatriarchical, ableist, and carceral logics. Critical theories and perspectives can help guide social work students,
practitioners, and educators in this work.
Critical theory (CT) and its offshoot, critical social work, relate
to neo-Marxist ideas that emphasize concepts like power, oppression, systems-level critique, hegemony, and White supremacy and
provide tools for critiquing inequity and questioning the social order. It does this by deconstructing hegemonic structures, including
knowledge, as well as concepts that allow the dominant group to
define normativity. Rather than advocating for incremental change,
CT seeks solutions that support transformative change (Dominelli,
2010; Fook, 2002; Habermas, 1984).
Critical theory is regularly taught in many schools of social
work outside of the U.S., but far less within the U.S. (Brady et
al., 2019). In the U.S., social work continues to emphasize clinical
practice and working with the individual, rather than focusing on
broader change to the environment that affects the person (Krings
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et al., 2020), leading some to argue that social work largely maintains the status quo (Brady et al., 2019). Most critical scholars agree
that if social work is to embody a progressive role, then students
and practitioners must be able to theorize injustice from a structural position. In this article, we seek to support this direction by
offering an overview of CT’s roots and evolution. We then provide
several exemplars of critically oriented theories and practices. In
our discussion, we explore the relevance of these exemplars and
their implications for social work practice, research, and education.
Given the unequal attention given to CT across social work, we
have geared this discussion towards readers with little background
in CT.

Overview of Critical Theory
CT can be challenging to understand, as it is an umbrella term
used to describe two traditions of critical thought that crisscross
through the eras of modernity and postmodernity and within the
traditions of structuralism and poststructuralism (Agger, 1992). CT
began during the start of the 18th century in response to modernity
and the major changes it brought to the areas of science, culture, religion, and politics; these changes led to a shift in worldview from
spirituality and metaphysics to ideas involving objectivity and scientific inquiry (Kuhn, 1996). While philosophers of the Frankfurt
School (including Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, Fromm, and
recently Habermas) are credited with its development, CT’s two
distinct branches are rooted in Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche
(Agger, 1992).
Marx’s false consciousness is a foundational construct of CT.
Marx uses the term to explain why the working class did not organize to revolt against the oppressive ruling class, arguing that
day-to-day survival left little ability for workers to consider how
oppressive structures within production and industry created their
inequality and suffering, thus adopting a false consciousness about
themselves, society, and their role in it (Marx & Engels, 1848/1967).
Critiques of Marxism include the concern that once revolutionary
change occurs, it too can become oppressive (Mullaly & Dupré,
2018). Concurrent with Marxism, a more subjective branch of CT
emerged that was based in the study of postmodernism. The field
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is loosely defined as an era when absolute truths and widely accepted assumptions within the knowledge base of society, science,
history, arts, and culture are critically questioned while alternative
perspectives are given increased attention (Fay, 1996). Initially established by the work of Nietzsche, the ideas were also advanced
by postmodern thinkers such as Habermas, Freire, and Foucault.
Given the theorists’ belief in the need to question what is seen as
objective reality, postmodernists work to deconstruct language and
knowledge in part by asking which systems of power are affecting
interpretation or meaning (Levin, 1993).
In addition to postmodern influences, the evolution of what now
constitutes CT was shaped by the philosophical traditions of structuralism and poststructuralism, with the latter attributed to the French
tradition of philosophy that included scholars such as Foucault,
Bourdieu, and Derrida (Agger, 1992). Structuralism began in the early 1900s and proposes: the totality, rigidness, and certainty of ideas;
the use of language to describe ideas; and the belief that ideas are
best understood through systems and social science (Harris, 2001).
Structuralism places an emphasis on dichotomies and gives attention
to language and social structures in terms of binaries. For example,
one is either good or bad, male or female (Kirsch, 2000).
Poststructuralists saw no way to locate one singular meaning or
remedy for societal oppression that would explain its impact on all
groups or individuals because oppression impacts groups in different
and intersectional ways (Crenshaw, 1989). Poststructuralism claims
that people are not simply subject to the structures around them but
can act upon the world to change oppressive structures (Namaste,
2000). It highlights the importance of being able to deconstruct and
question language and identity labels and to critique structuralism’s
reliance on oppositional binaries (Kirsch, 2000; Mullaly & Dupré,
2018). Both postmodernism and poststructuralism reject the absolute
truths and hegemony found in the scientific traditions of positivism.
Instead, they recognize that the systems and strategies producing
knowledge are steeped in bias, and this bias is often contained in the
language, labels, and previous “findings.”
Although the interconnectedness and difference within the
evolution of CT can be confusing, with little definitive agreement
among scholars, we see CT as an umbrella term to describe a variety of theories and perspectives that seek to unsettle dominant
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discourse and narratives. Utilizing the ideas of Agger (1992), Dominelli (2010), Mullaly and Dupré (2018) and Webb (2019), we also
have identified the following common threads in CT: (1) an explicit
acknowledgement of societal oppression and marginalization; (2)
an analysis of the roots of oppression and inequality; and (3) an oppositional stance to the scientific traditions of positivism and functionalism (the belief that all aspects and institutions of society serve
a purpose).
Exemplars of Critical Theory
There are many CT exemplars and scholars that lend themselves to social work. We have narrowed our discussion to authors
and theoretical perspectives that we view as providing an important foundation for social work students and practitioners to critically explore and transform the status quo in support of justice.
Paulo Freire and Critical Pedagogy
In her aptly titled article, “Paulo Freire: Neglected mentor for
social work,” Hegar (2012) shows the virtual absence of Freire in
the social work literature and the importance of his ideas to social work. Born in 1922, Freire was an educator and revolutionary
thinker whose work brought together emancipatory pedagogy, liberation, and social change. His life included imprisonment, exile,
and a visiting professorship at Harvard University (Freire, 1970).
As an educator, Freire’s strategy for liberation and social change is
pedagogical, which he explores in all his books, most famously in
his 1970 Pedagogy of the Oppressed. His philosophy and pedagogy
are expressed in his belief that the oppressor and “the oppressed
must see themselves engaged in the ontological and historical vocation of becoming more fully human” (1970, p. 66). Freire argues
that one must remove themselves from false consciousness in order
to become more fully human, and once fully human there is almost
an innate imperative to work for transformative change.
Key to becoming more fully human is a praxis of reflection and
action that allows people to cultivate a critical consciousness, or conscientização, and “[learn] to perceive social, political, and economic
contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements

10

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

of reality” (Freire, 1970, p. 35). For conscientização to occur, Freire
argues for problem posing education, which occurs in a group as a
dialogue-centered process that involves “a constant unveiling of
reality” and an unmasking of hegemony and one’s role in it (p. 67).
In this praxis, questions are asked and personal stories shared and
reflected upon so that individuals gain a deep understanding about
their social, economic, and political location and the forces that affect it. For example, the oppressor must engage in self-reflection,
also known as reflexivity, that involves seeing one’s participation in
dominant discourses and practices and reaching the understanding
that true social change must be led by the oppressed (Lavoie, 2012).
De Montigny (2005) describes this reflexivity as the transformation
of oneself through a courageous and moral dedication to the truth.
Problem posing education emphasizes humility, authentic learning, multiple truths about a given situation, and deep reflection.
Freire’s views can be applied to all levels of social work, as his
theory supports individual, group, and societal change. Within each
of these levels, social workers can take a critical view and question
reliance on traditional theories, approaches, and models of practice. By engaging in praxis and moving toward authentic spaces for
learning and engagement—such as through problem posing dialogues—social workers can create strategies that name and discuss
power differentials and promote transformative change (Boone et
al., 2019). Practitioners who are skilled in problem posing education and praxis embrace collective learning and avoid the creation
of power differentials rooted in the false notion of practitioner as
expert. These practitioners also struggle toward liberation.
Michel Foucault and Foucauldian Theory
Another influential CT scholar is the French philosopher and
social activist Michel Foucault. Drawing upon his training in psychology and philosophy, Foucault explored how power and subjectivity are created in society. He argued that power is produced with
knowledge about the subject, which in turn influences the experiences of the subject as well as the subject’s access to resources and
decision making (Rabinow, 1984).
Foucault approached his work from a postmodern perspective.
His critique of modernism led him to explore questions related to

Reconceptualizing the Knowledge Base

11

power and the fallibility of theory and knowledge. He argued that
theory is based on subjectivities in which people who are not directly affected by a problem develop theories about groups, phenomena, or issues (Foucault, 1980). The subjective knowledge is
then disseminated and acted upon as a truth, or a regime of truth,
“through a system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation and functioning of statements” and
action (Foucault, 1980, p. 133). In The History of Sexuality, Foucault
(1976/1990) shows how subjectivities produced knowledge that led
to a “science” of deviancy, which in turn created a regime of truth
equating certain sexual practices with “deviancy.” Deeply concerned about the creation of these “truths” and the implications for
subjectified bodies, he argued for the importance of deconstructing
ideas so that their hierarchical position and purpose within the hegemony is exposed (Foucault, 1976/1990).
To better understand the way in which knowledge is produced
and its relationship to power, Foucault used institutions including
prisons to explore how people/bodies become subjectivities, arguing that the purpose of many institutions is to create docile bodies
(compliant bodies), which is done in part by separating people
geographically and psychologically from the rest of society due to
some perceived characteristics, such as criminal behaviour (Foucault, 1975/1995; Rabinow, 1984). Separating often includes scientific classification, which is the effort to understand the human condition from a myriad of perspectives and isolate elements of human
experience into concepts, diagnoses, penal systems, races, classes,
sexualities and so on (Foucault, 1975/1995; Rabinow, 1984). Foucault’s notion of governmentality (2010) also feeds into the creation
of subjected bodies by focusing on issues of social control. Rather
than analysing how government works, governmentality refers to
the process by which the state or any governing authority—including a licensing board—constructs citizens/members through mentalities, rationalities, and technologies that produce compliance
and support dominant viewpoints.
Foucault also asks us to think about knowledge production and
the ways in which specific “truths” guide our practices. For example, the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders has
facilitated the oppression and exploitation of LGBTQIA2S+ people by being used to support exclusionary policy and legislation
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validating homo/transphobia through scientific discourse and
knowledge that has previously treated same-sex attraction and/or
gender diversity as mental illness (Eisenbach, 2006; Spade, 2006).
There are numerous critiques of Foucault’s work, including
feminist theorists who have accused him of appropriating concepts
and failing to fully recognize the role physical violence plays in an
analysis of power, as well as his lack of attention to race and gender
(Federici, 2004). Despite the critiques, Foucault’s work has meaning for social workers. He serves as a warning to social workers
who engage in categorization and raises questions about the motivations behind institutions that isolate, such as prisons. His work
requires social workers to deconstruct knowledge, examine our
participation in conducting research about/on subjected people,
question positivism and hegemonic “truths,” and begin to explore
the ways in which carceral logics—including a reliance on punitive
measures and support for state violence—have seeped into society.
An example of the latter might be the American Academy of Social
Work and Social Welfare’s decision to use “smart decarceration” in its
12 Grand Challenges (Williams, 2016) rather than explore the possibility of prison abolition.
Queer Theory
Queer theory, like Foucauldian analysis, is concerned with deconstructing conceptualizations about who is and is not considered
deviant. Historically used as an epithet directed at gay men, lesbians, bisexuals, and transgender/nonbinary people, the word queer
has been reclaimed by the LGBTQIA2S+ community as a positive,
defiant term (Burdge, 2007). Currently, queer “generally refers to any
person who transgresses traditional categories of gender [and/or]
sexuality” (Burdge, 2007, p. 244). The phrase queer theory was first
used as a joke for a conference name by Teresa de Lauretis and was
found offensive at the time by many academics (Halperin, 2003).
However, the label has stuck over time, capturing the field
of thinking that disrupts the allegedly stable relations between
chromosomal sex, gender and sexual desire…[Q]ueer locates and
exploits the incoherencies in those three terms which stabilize heterosexuality. (Jagose, 1996, p. 1)
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In using the term “stabilize,” Jagose is calling attention to how
dominant understandings of sex, gender, and sexual desire are
used to center and normalize heterosexuality and, we would add,
cisgender (non-transgender) identities. Queer theory also can be understood as paying attention to how attraction, sexuality, and gender necessarily intersect with other dimensions of being, including
race and class (Yep et al., 2003).
Falling within the fields of postmodernism and poststructuralism, queer theory emphasizes deconstructing identities, challenging binary conceptualizations (gay/straight), and centering the
non-normative (Halperin, 2003; LeFrançois, 2013). Queer theory is
a reaction to and destabilizing of gay and lesbian studies (Halperin, 2003) and essentialist understandings of identity (Slagle, 2003),
such as thinking that sexuality, gender, and reproduction are fixed
and connected (Jagose, 1996). Queer theory confronts heterosexism
and heteronormativity (Halperin, 2003) as well as cisgenderism
and cisgender normativity (the ways in which dominant norms, values, policies, and practices center and privilege cisgender people
and marginalize transgender and non-binary people). To promote
queer liberation, queer theory problematizes replication and the
adherence to dominant norms (Slagle, 2003).
Despite some critiques about queer theory being abstract and
disconnected from the material realities of queer people (Heinz,
2003), scholars have noted the possibilities for how queer theory
might be used as part of political advocacy efforts, such as activism that challenges essentialist identities and assimilationist goals
(Halperin, 2003; Slagle, 2003). For example, LGBTQIA2S+ advocacy
groups have been critiqued for prioritizing and channelling money
towards same-sex marriage over other issues that disproportionately impact transgender and non-binary people of color and those
living in poverty, such as unequal access to wealth, mass incarceration, and punitive immigration policies (Spade, 2015).
So, what does queer theory mean for social work? There has
been some question as to whether practicing social workers pay
much attention to the academic field of queer theory, even though
we are among the workers who contribute to “actualizing queerness” among the people with whom we work (Heinz, 2003, p. 370).
Nonetheless, queer theory is being written about and applied to
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several domains and populations of relevance to social work, including child and adolescent health services (LeFrançois, 2013)
and practice with women (Burdge, 2007), same-sex attracted youth
(Willis, 2007), and transgender older adults (Fabbre, 2014). Queer
theory can be used to guide social work practice, such as encouraging critical thinking about who defines the language we use and
how identities are being policed (McPhail, 2004) and questioning
the privileging and institutionalizing of heterosexuality and cisgenderism (Willis, 2007).
Critical Whiteness Perspective & Critical Race Theory
Like queer theory, Critical Whiteness and Critical Race Theory (CRT) both challenge the normalization of hegemonic thought
and White supremacy. Critical Whiteness is informed by CRT and
an analysis of colonialism and its violent racialized impacts. It includes an analysis of the ways in which White methods, logics, and
knowledge production combine with systemic racism to maintain
White supremacy (Beck, 2019a). Whiteness “is nowhere because it
is unmarked, and everywhere since it is the standard by which other groups are judged” (Leonardo, 2007, p.63). It ensures the dominance of White normativity and the subjugation of the non-White
Other. It determines what space someone can occupy and what
they can do within that space (Ahmed, 2007). Whiteness is not neutral; White peoples’ standing exists because pain and suffering are
extracted from those outside of it. Whiteness is more than privilege;
it is power and control (Spade, 2015; Yancy, 2008).
From CRT, the perspective of Critical Whiteness recognizes
that racism is normalized, difficult to eradicate, and based on a
sinister social discourse rather than biology (Lipsitz, 2011). Delgado and Stefancic (2012) define CRT as a movement of activists and
scholars interested in interrogating and transforming the relationship between race, racism, and power. The initial analysis of racism used by CRT scholars was within legal scholarship. CRT called
attention to the ways in which legal interventions are based upon
a belief in the efficacy of race neutral or color-blind interventions,
which CRT argues normalize and perpetuate endemic racism by ignoring structural inequalities (Abrams & Moio, 2009). Instead, CRT
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seeks to transmute power based on the racialization of structural
inequalities (Su, 2007).
Ahmed (2007) reminds us that Whiteness is also discursive and
centers historical, cultural, structural, and social contexts that are
embedded in colonialism and its legacy. As the U.S., Canada, and
Australia are just a few examples of settler colonial nations in which
social work is prominent, it is important to look to postcolonialism theory, a body of research that describes the ways in which the vestiges
of colonialism play out in the present context. This includes social
work’s complicity in devaluing Indigenous people and knowledge
and not focusing on reparations for Native boarding schools, land
grabs, and genocide. Toward moving away from colonial vestiges
in social work, there is an emerging literature that discusses the
need and strategies for decolonizing social work (Almeida et al.,
2019; Fortier & Hon-Sing Wong, 2019; Gray et al., 2013).
The combination of colonialism and positional superiority
helps to explain the enduring nature of Whiteness and White supremacy. Edward Said (1979) presents the idea of positional superiority as one entity holding dominance so that the superiority allows
one to make “truthful” statements about a nation, race, ethnicity,
etc., as they define the “other.” These “truthful” definitions act as a
scaffold for stereotypes and allow for dominance and control. They
are also the basis for “White logics” and “White methods.”
White logics and methods are those that are developed from
the standpoint that what is White, Western and Northern is treated
as legitimate and the global norm. Bonilla-Silva and Zuberi (2008)
describe White logics as “the context in which White supremacy
has defined the techniques and processes of reasoning about social facts” (p. 17). It is how the White gaze sorts, categorizes, and
intervenes on these facts, often through White institutions such as
universities. From here, knowledge production is reinforced and,
in many cases, interventions enacted, without the input of those
affected. Indeed, social work is based in White logics. For example, Fortier and Hon-Sing-Wong (2019) argue that colonial social
service efforts were operationalized for the purpose of supporting
colonization and reflected the European values of Whiteness, worthiness, morality, and work. Indeed, social workers participated in
the mass removal of Native American children from their families
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and placement into boarding schools and/or adoption by White settlers that supported cultural genocide.
As critical theories, the implications and interrelated ideas of
Critical Whiteness, postcolonialism, White logics, and White methods hold meaning for social work. Each of these transdisciplinary
and overlapping theories support critical consciousness and praxis, challenge instrumental change and legal reforms, and promote
methodologies that are not built on Whiteness and colonialism. Each
of the theories ask social workers to engage in critical consciousness
to analyze and challenge hegemony (T. Smith, 2012). For example,
it is not enough to stop with discussions of White privilege and oppression, but White supremacy needs to be named (Beck, 2019a).
This naming allows one to see its logics. Andrea Smith (2012) explains “In this logic of White supremacy, Blackness becomes equated
with slaveability. The forms of slavery may change… but the logic
itself has remained consistent.” (p. 87). Indeed, forms of enslavement
still occur, such as the prison industrial complex. Extending from
critiques of mass incarceration as the new Jim Crow, social workers are beginning to draw similarities between the child welfare and
prison systems, noting that each involve the police, surveillance, and
punishment, and each target Black and Indigenous communities and
other People of Color (BIPOC) (Jacobs et. al., 2021). Additionally, students must learn that the slaveability of sharecropping and domestic
work allowed Congress to disqualify most Blacks from the landmark
Social Security Act through their participation in these sectors (Beck
& Twiss, 2018).
Feminisms
The term feminisms is used to acknowledge that there are many
feminist theories and myriad ways in which those theories are enacted. At the core of feminism is an understanding of gender, its
enactment, and its relationship to inequality, as well the ways in
which patriarchy and gendered institutions affect gender performance and inequality. A central tenant of feminisms is that “the
personal is political,” meaning that one’s positionality affects one’s
access to possibilities, and those issues of access are political issues
that require social action and activism (Dominelli, 2002).
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Critical Feminisms
It is difficult to parse-out what makes something critically feminist, as ideas of power, oppression, patriarchy, and social action
dominate many strains of feminism, including critical feminism.
We see critical feminism as the portion of a feminist lens that centers the analysis of structures, supremacies, and narratives that produce, sustain, and reproduce subjugation related to gender. Critical
feminism is also intersectional, as it takes a poststructuralist view
of gender, does not privilege positivism or capitalism, deconstructs
grand narratives and binaries, and engages praxis. Critical feminism also casts an eye on problematic aspects of feminism, such as
exclusionary practices or norms associated with forms of feminism
that were articulated by mostly White, heterosexual women with
means (Kim, 2020).
Bringing together the above strains are anti-carceral and abolitionist feminism, which seek to dismantle the prison industrial
complex. Anti-carceral feminism is a critical response to carceral
feminism, which advocated for the use of the criminal legal system
and incarceration to address gender violence. As Kim (2020) writes,
carceral solutions were constructed by White middle class women
who did not fear the police in relation to carceral responses as did
communities of color. In response, communities of color have taken
the lead in advancing ideas associated with transformative justice,
which Kim (2020) describes as collective process for “nonpunitive
practices of accountability…violence prevention and intervention
that addresses the context of historic and systemic oppression” (p.
319). These ideas ask us to refrain from carceral logics and to view
the prison industrial complex as an extension of enslavement and
racial terrorism.
Intersectionality as a Movement for Radical Change
Perhaps the most profound implication that critical social work
holds for practice is found within the ways that the Black women who constructed intersectionality speak about this framework,
compared to how the social work literature does. While social
work has largely conflated intersectionality with multiculturalism
(Mehrotra, 2010), intersectionality as it was first defined by Kimberlé
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Crenshaw (1989) explored the impact of two or more axes of oppression, from which she and others theorized intersectionality as
a political tool to disrupt patriarchy and White supremacy, as well
as critique the privileged role of Whiteness in discussions of gender
(Khan-Cullors et al., n.d.).
While there is not agreement on the exact genealogy of intersectionality, its beginnings are often traced to Sojourner Truth’s
defiant speech in 1851 in which she definitively declared “Ain’t I a
Woman?” In so doing, Truth dismantled the cult of true womanhood as framed by White women’s experience. Emphasizing her
endurance of physical labor, physical and psychological abuse, and
the terrorism of slavery, she challenged the passivity attributed
toward women (Truth, 1851). She also made clear that when sexism
is explored as a single axis of oppression, African American women
are erased.
The resistance modeled by Sojourner Truth and other Black
women finally entered the academy in 1969 with Frances Beal’s
(1969) essay, “Double Jeopardy: To Be Black and Female.” Beal’s
essay bases itself on a concept of identity firmly associated with
structural forces (e.g., race, patriarchy, and class relations). While
this essay deserves a firm position in the history of intersectionality, it is often neglected in surveys of the framework’s development
(Collins & Bilge, 2016). In 1977, the Combahee River Collective
published its highly influential intersectional statement in which
members of the collective write about their commitment to fighting against racism, sexism, heterosexism, and classism. They also
make clear that, rather than identifying as a “vulnerable population,” they see themselves as queer women of color who have been
deeply and physically harmed by the systems of oppression, but
also ignited in their political work—work that included workplace
organizing, addressing violence, supporting health care, and other
areas found in social work (Combahee River Collective, 1977/2001).
The next major development in intersectionality as political
analysis came from Audre Lorde (1984) when she stated that “The
master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (p. 112). In so
doing, she reconceptualized difference as a dialectical encounter

for creative potential that could be used to fight passive
exploitation. However, for this to succeed, interdependence must
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be organized around the experiences of those cast outside of the
master’s house. The work of hooks (1984) parallels that of Lorde
in its legitimizing of Black women’s experiences and exposing the
way that White conservative and liberal women appropriate political vocabulary to mask their privileged positions. In her work From
Margin to Center, hooks (1984) makes clear that true change must
come from those cast to the margins.
Additional developments in intersectionality burgeoned in
diverse communities of color including Gloria Anzaldúa’s
(1987/1999) Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, which seeks to
build coalitional power across identities and geographical borders.
A plethora of other books written by people representing multiple
intersectional standpoints conceptualize the term “women of color” not as ethnicity but as a political concept (Hernández & Rehman, 2002).
In her mandate for radical movements, Carruthers (co-founder
of the Black Youth Project 100) identifies intersectionality as a liberating movement in which “none of us will be free unless all of us
are free” (2018, p. 10). She describes radical movements of today
as using a Black queer feminist lens to engage those most impacted by social inequity: people with varying physical abilities, genders, sexualities, and migrations—those who are often considered
to exist in the margins of society. The space created allows people
and groups to bring their full selves into the process of dismantling
systems of oppression. Using hooks’ (1984) margin to center treatise, BIPOC and queer radical traditions have demonstrated that
when we are able to view oppression as intersectional, we are able
to use intersectionality as a tool of resistance. Freedom fighters on
the front lines of liberation movements have amplified the experiences of those most impacted by oppressive systems to transform
those systems, and in so doing, their work has benefited the whole.
At the same time, it is important to recognize the toll that this work
takes. As Sinead Younge (2021) asks, “While Black women are saving everyone, who will save us?” Her answer: “Us. Black women
are envisioning and manifesting a new reality” (p. 15).
Because intersectionality has roots and threads in critical
anti-racist frameworks, a deep understanding of intersectionality,
to include misogynoir, is well beyond our survey, yet critical to anti-racist pedagogy and praxis. There are intersectional movements
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across the globe that often frame principles for action that can be
used in social work practice. One example of this type of intersectional organizing is outlined by Carruthers (2018), who highlights
Black feminist queer organizers discussing their commitment to
develop leadership at all levels of the organization, as well as developing processes for community accountability, restorative practices, and healing justice (p. 139). In his work, Dean Spade (2015)
builds on intersectionality and the praxis of Black feminists to call
for a movement of critical trans politics. This movement, he writes,
must be led by the people most affected, work for transformative
change, and involve a recognition that change comes from those
who stand to benefit most from the change. The treatment of intersectionality in social work as multiculturalism must also be deconstructed and its more radical roots claimed.

Discussion
As we discuss the implications of CT for social work practice
and education, we begin with an exercise in which we ask social
workers to think about why social work has embraced intersectionality as multiculturalism rather than radical change. What would a
problem posing process bring to educators? A purposeful deconstruction of intersectionality and its position in social work could
lead to important developments and help ensure that theory and
practice related to structural, transformative change are required in
social work education.
Implications for Social Work Practice, Research and Education
Lessons from this overview of critical theory can be incorporated into social work practice in numerous ways. Freire’s (1970)
work emphasizes the importance of engaging in dialogue-centered
work within communities in which community members (rather than the social work practitioner) are treated as the experts on
their lives who can identify real solutions based on experience with
real problems. Such work can include recognizing, naming, and
challenging structures that uphold White supremacy, slaveability,
and colonialism. Also needed is a critical reflection of social work
that includes an analysis of the White, colonial, and carceral logics
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found in social work. This reflection can help disrupt oppressive
social work practices, such as labelling people with stigmatizing
terms or pathologizing them, particularly when we work in the
context of an environment in which funding is tied to pathologizing practices (e.g., insurance reimbursement based upon diagnostic
codes). There is also a need for being critically reflective about social workers’ status as “expert practitioners” and instead taking up
the mantle of being “partners” in change efforts.
Critical analysis can also support strategies that bring social
work back to a more progressive and advocacy-rooted orientation that seeks to understand how to initiate and sustain structural
change and support strategies like mutual aid (Brady et al., 2014;
Kim, 2020). Approaches found in social work practice that reflect
attention to positivism—through evidence-based practice, professionalization, and lack of attention to social movements—need to
be confronted and exchanged for more transformative strategies.
There also needs to be effort to bring into the discussion emergent
pockets of radical social work, including those of abolitionist perspectives and an analyses of child welfare that include its links to
racism, xenophobia, classism, patriarchy, colonialism, and carceral
logics (Bergen & Abji, 2020).
Social workers must explore how they are constructing race as
they engage with BIPOC populations. From their interviews with
community organizers, Lavoie (2012) and Todd (2011) found that
White organizers often described racialized communities in problematic ways that evoked exoticized ˝difference˝ and White saviorism. Lavoie calls for a critical praxis that centers oppression,
anti-racism, and engages in an anticolonial approach that no longer
enacts colonial logics or sorts people into categories (Lavoie, 2012;
Todd, 2011).
Social work researchers need to be aware of Du Bois’ (1903/2008)
question, “How does it feel to be a problem?” and engage with subjects and participants through methods like participatory action research. Not only does representation on research teams need to be
inclusive, but leadership must reflect the population. In her book Decolonizing Methodologies, Tuhiwai Smith (2012) advocates a strategy
for research as that evokes bell hooks’ belief that outside of the hegemony are the margins: a site of oppression, struggle, and resistance.
Tuhiwai Smith says that researchers should center the margins as a
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space for problematizing hegemonic thought and prioritize the creative spirit and epistemologies of those outside of Whiteness.
Social work students at the undergraduate and graduate levels alike would benefit from an infusion of information regarding
the role social workers can occupy in dismantling oppressive structures. This can be accomplished by centering the theories reviewed
here and bringing in the written and spoken work of BIPOC theorists, practitioners, and community members, while also exploring
the role of healing justice work. Engagement with critical theories
also involves working with students to identify problem posing
questions that can help investigate why and how social structures
are situated in a certain ways and how current discourse, including the history and “science” of social work, functions to maintain
norms. Social work professors are called to engage students around
the requisite theories and approaches that allow them to critique
knowledge and power while also challenging their and our own
critical consciousness regarding privilege, oppression, power, and
social justice. We can look to Yancy’s (2008) description of how he
promotes reflexivity in the primarily White institutions where he
teaches: inspired by bell hooks and her vision of “laboring toward
freedom,” he creates unsafe spaces that give students the ability to
question hegemonic assumptions (p. 54).
Curiously, at the time of this writing, at least six states across
the country are beginning to regulate how public school teachers
educate their students about the impact and legacy of racialized
oppression and institutionalized inequity. In Georgia, the State
Board of Education recently passed a resolution that would limit
the discussion of racism in the classroom, declaring that neither the
U.S. nor the state of Georgia is racist. This was a result of pressure from Georgia’s governor, who touted CRT as a “dangerous
ideology” that is “divisive” and “anti-American” (Bluestein, 2021).
Despite the fact that CRT is not a part of Georgia’s K–12 standard
curriculum, this move to legislate discussion around racism in the
classroom sends a clear signal that those who hold political power
in this country understand the power of a critical pedagogy. And,
the more knowledge we have about the roots of oppression, the
more likely we are to rise up and rebel against it.
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Conclusion
In this paper, we sought to advocate for a greater use of CT. To
do so, we recognized the need in the social work literature for a
strong overview of CT that includes some of its key principles, as
well as examples of specific scholars and subfields that have important implications for social work. Our discussion provides social workers with an understanding of how to integrate CT into a
problem posing practice that analyzes power, control, and knowledge. We additionally hope that students, practitioners, and educators further explore the ideas we presented as well as other critical theories that have implications for social work, such as critical
disability theory and Native American critical theory. In the most
recent draft of the 2022 Council on Social Work Education Educational Policy and Accreditation Standards (2021), there have been
noticeable changes in language that center anti-racist approaches;
while that is progress, it is important that students, faculty, and
practitioners continue to question standards, practices, and educational models in the field of social work.
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The 2016 election of Donald Trump began a time period for
many in the U.S. characterized by increased attention, anxiety, and
participation in the political realm. From the Women’s March immediately after Trump’s inauguration in January 2017 to the protests and renewed attention to the Black Lives Matter movement
following the murders of George Floyd and Breanna Taylor in
the summer of 2020, people increasingly took action in the public
sphere. High turnout from the 2018 mid-term elections also indicates that at least in some segments of the population, the increased
interest in politics and the public sphere translated into electoral
engagement. Organizations that support candidates’ development
and recruit people into political work and roles reported unprecedented growth (Kurtzleben, 2018; Litman, 2017). This increase
in political engagement has been particularly pronounced among
women, young people, and communities of color (Carter & Lautier,
2018). Characteristics such as race, gender, and political party seem
to affect individuals’ responses to the current political environment
(Berry et al., 2019; Campi & Junn, 2019).
One potential explanation for this difference is that individuals
or groups have increased their political efficacy since the 2016 election. In light of that possibility, this article examines political efficacy of social workers and social work students from before the 2016
election (2015 and 2016) to following the 2016 election (2017, 2018,
and 2019). We aim to discover whether there were perceived differences between participants’ reported sense of their own power in
the political system or the system’s responsiveness to them during
the two time periods identified.

Literature Review
Existing literature suggests social workers’ political action exceeds that of the general public in certain activities, primarily in
activities such as voting and those that are classified as passive
political action (Ritter, 2008; Rome & Hoechstetter, 2010). However, a minority of social workers engage in active political activities
other than voting (Lane, 2011; Ritter, 2008; Rome & Hoechstetter,
2010) and social work students may be more likely to participate
in other types of community engagement than political engagement (Hylton, 2015). Further, while social work educators and field
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instructors are politically active, research in the early 2000s suggested one-third of social work faculty may not believe that social
workers ought to be active within political contexts (Mary, 2001),
although no systematic study of the engagement of social work academics in policy and political processes has been completed (Gal &
Weiss-Gal, 2017). Mosley (2013) suggests that social workers’ policy
advocacy activities must be understood within an organizational
context; in other words, the funding, managerial, and structures
of social workers’ place of employment also shape social workers’
level of political engagement in both positive and negative ways.
Thus, while the field has a stated ethical commitment to policy advocacy (National Association of Social Workers, 2021), as well as
historical and practice precedents for engagement, there is room for
improvement at multiple levels.

Political Efficacy
Political efficacy is the perception that the political actions taken by an individual do, or can, impact the political process (Craig
et al., 1990). Political efficacy can be divided into two sub-components. Internal political efficacy is the belief that one has the capacity and competence to understand and participate effectively in
the political system. External political efficacy is the belief that the
system has the capacity to respond to the actions of the individual
and others in the society (Craig et al., 1990). The measurement of
political efficacy generally includes survey items that measure both
internal and external efficacy, and these can be examined together
or separately (American National Election Studies [ANES], 2012;
Niemi et al., 1991).
Beaumont (2011) suggests four factors that are key to developing political efficacy, all of which are very connected to a person’s environment. Beaumont highlights group membership, if the
group is consciously engaged in political action; opportunities to
practice political skills; engagement in political discourse in settings that allow for open, respectful dialogue; and inclusion in “collaborative pluralist contexts” (p. 217). Beaumont notes that social
status, resources (including civic resources), and socialization are
often related to political efficacy.
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Studies of political efficacy within social work are limited but
generally find low efficacy among students (Bernklau Halvor, 2016)
and have urged faculty members to address this through classroom
and other experiential activities (Beimers, 2016; Bernklau Halvor,
2016; Ritter, 2013). Studies have suggested that higher efficacy
within social work students and practitioners is correlated with increased political activity (Lane et al., 2018; Ostrander et al., 2017).
Data collection for all of these studies pre-dates the 2016 election.
These results suggest that living up to the profession’s commitment to policy advocacy requires political efficacy on the part of social workers. There is a gap in the literature about our understanding of political efficacy in the post-2016 political world. A previous
pilot study by the authors examined political efficacy within two
groups of students between September and December 2016 (Hill et
al., 2019). The authors found that political efficacy of one set of students increased during that time period, while it decreased for another set of students. Qualitative comments from the students with
increased efficacy noted the importance of voting and their sense of
their own capability, while students with decreased efficacy noted
a disillusionment with the political system and concern that their
vote did not make a difference. The results of that pilot study, combined with observed changes in enrollment within political social
work activities, qualitative responses to program evaluations, and
ongoing discussions with social workers and students about the
ways the changes in the U.S. political environment have affected
them led to this study.

Research Questions
This research is a secondary analysis of existing data and addresses
two research questions:
1. What was the impact of the 2016 election on the political engagement and efficacy of social workers and social work students?
2. How do characteristics such as previous level of political
engagement, race, gender, level of education, and type of
program attended affect political efficacy?
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Methodology
The current study examines data collected from two programs.
The first trains social work students, faculty, and practitioners to
run for elected office and has trained more than 2,200 social workers
since 1995. The second works through schools of social work to create opportunities for voter engagement with social work students.
To assess the impact of the 2016 elections on social workers and
social work student’s perceived political efficacy and political engagement, we used survey data collected from 2015–2019 through
these two programs. Because our goal was to examine the baseline
levels of efficacy of both groups, we chose to use efficacy measures
collected prior to the beginning of either the electoral training or
the voter engagement training. Elsewhere, the authors have examined ways in which the electoral training described here can affect
participants’ political efficacy (Ostrander et al., 2017).
Sample and Data Collection
The present study involved secondary analysis of survey data
collected from 2015 through 2019. The survey instruments collected through these trainings were designed for the main purpose of
evaluating program efficacy as it relates to perceived political efficacy and political engagement of participant social work students
and practitioners. Survey instruments were generally collected prior to (i.e., pre-test) and at the end of (i.e., post-test) each training.
Only pre-tests were included in the present analysis in order to assess the impact of the 2016 elections on the dependent variables,
rather than the impact of the trainings on those variables. Information about participants captured through pre-test instruments
of trainings offered in 2015 and 2016 was compared to information
about participants captured through the pre-tests of participants in
trainings in 2017, 2018, and 2019.
Participants in the electoral training include social work students and practitioners. Some students attend as part of an elective class offered by their universities while others register independently. Participation in the training and survey is entirely
voluntary. Practitioners register independently and may be offered
continuing education credits for their attendance. Participants in
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the voter engagement trainings are all students in required classes
within their universities. While participation in the class and voter engagement project may be a required part of their curriculum,
participation in the survey is voluntary. Surveys from 1,930 participants were included in this secondary analysis.
Data in 2015 and 2016 were collected in Connecticut, Maine,
Minnesota, Nevada, and New York. Data in 2017, 2018, and 2019
were collected in Connecticut, Florida, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nevada, New York, Ohio, Tennessee, and Washington, DC. Individuals participating in the trainings may have lived in states other than
the location where data was collected.
Survey Instruments
The pre-test and post-test instruments for both trainings were
designed by three of this article’s authors, as well as other advisory
committee members; these instruments were reviewed and updated as needed. At program inception, paper pre-test instruments for
both programs were distributed, and they were collected immediately prior to the start of the first training session for both trainings.
Starting in 2016, all instruments (pre- and post-) were transferred
to Qualtrics, an online survey program, and data collection now
takes place online. Website links for the pre-test instrument are sent
through electronic mail to all registered participants prior to their
participation in the training. The instruments and the survey collection methods have been approved by the relevant Institutional
Review Boards.
The pre-test survey instrument for the electoral training consists of both closed- and open-ended questions that assess participants’ perceived political efficacy, current and planned political
activity, and political knowledge, as well as demographic characteristics. The pre-test survey instrument for the voter engagement
training also consists of closed- and open-ended questions that assess participants’ perceived political efficacy, current and planned
voter engagement, as well as demographic characteristics.
Participants’ perceived political efficacy on all instruments was
measured using items from the American National Election Studies
(ANES, 2012). Four items measure participants’ belief that they are
capable of effectively intervening in the political system (internal
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efficacy). Another four items are used to measure participants’ belief that the system is capable of responding to their intervention
(external efficacy). The combination of the eight items measure participants’ characterization of overall political efficacy in one scale
measure. Each of the eight items consists of a statement or question,
followed by a series of four possible responses. The ANES items
in combination as one scale have each been evaluated for validity
and reliability (Niemi et al., 1991). Political efficacy questions and
responses are identical across all of the pre-test survey instruments
used in the present analysis. For the purposes of the present examination, individual items, as well as the total scale score, were used
in the data analyses.
Pre-test instruments for both the electoral and voter engagement
trainings collect demographic information on participants using
items allowing for self-identification.Demographic items gathered
information on participant age, gender identity, racial and ethnic
identity, and whether the participant was registered to vote. The
demographic items in both survey instruments, while substantively consistent for content across programs and years, were revised
for language at several points during the data collection under review here. For example, while all pre-test instruments asked respondents to classify their racial identity, over time the value labels
available for selection in multiple-choice format changed for this
question. Additionally, in the most recent iteration of the pre-test
instrument, the question seeking classification of racial identity has
been redesigned to require an open-ended, narrative, answer. In
order to conduct analysis using data on the racial identity of participants, responses were recoded, where necessary, for uniformity
across survey instruments.

Results
General Sample Characteristics
The sample for the present study included 1,930 participants
who participated in the electoral or voter engagement trainings.
Pre-test surveys were collected from participants at events from
at least ten different states. Demographic characteristics of the entire sample can be found in Table 1. The general sample identified
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overwhelmingly as female (86%). The majority of participants identified as white (67.5%). The average age of participants was 28.64
years of age.
Table 1. General Sample Characteristics
Mean (sd) or %
Age

28.64 (9.69)

Gender Identity
Female
Male
Transgender
Other

86
13
0.3
0.4

Racial Identity
Black or African American
White
Latinx
Asian or Pacific Islander
Bi- or Multi-Racial
American Indian or Alaska Native
Some other race

13.4
67.5
18.3
2.6
4.0
0.8
11.7

Relationship between Demographics and Political Efficacy Scores
Bivariate analyses were conducted to determine any relationship of demographic characteristics of the entire sample to training
participant responses to the political efficacy items and total political efficacy scale scores. Race and gender in the general sample
were not found to be related to responses on individual political
efficacy scale items, or total scale score. Age in the general sample was found to be significantly related to a number of the political efficacy scale items. Correlation analysis found that as the
age of participants increased, participants reported higher levels of
understanding of the important political issues facing our country
[r(1033)=.156, p<.001], and were more likely to know who represented them in the US Congress [r(983)=.158, p<.001] and state legislature [r(984)=.128, p<.001]. As the age of participants increased,
they reported decreased likelihood of feeling that politics and
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government seem so complicated that they can’t really understand
what’s going on [r(1032)=-.114, p<.001].
Program Participants Pre- and Post-2016
Nearly 400 study subjects (n = 384) participated in the electoral
or voter engagement trainings prior to the 2016 election. A significantly larger number (n = 1,546) participated after the 2016 election.
A comparison of the characteristics of these sub-samples (pre-2016
and post-2016 election) can be found in Table 2.
Table 2. Comparison of Pre-2016 Election to Post-2016 Election

Sub-Sample Size (n)
Age*

Before 2016
Election

After 2016
Election

Mean (sd) or %

Mean (sd) or %

384
26.19 (7.9)

1546
28.99 (9.69)

Gender Identity
Female*
Male*
Transgender
Other

79
20.1
0.5
0.5

87.7
11.6
0.2
0.4

Racial Identity
Black or African American*
White
Latinx*
Asian or Pacific Islander
Bi- or Multi-Racial
American Indian or Alaska Native
Some other race
Registered to Vote*
Know Congressional Reps*
Know State Leg. Reps*

18.7
69.4
12.1
4.8
4.3
0
2.9
86.5
37.2
34.6

12.1
67.1
19.8
2.1
3.9
1.0
13.8
91.1
50.1
46.6

*Significant difference, p<.05
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Bivariate analyses found significant differences in some of the
demographic characteristics of participants between the group that
attended prior to, as compared to after the 2016 Presidential Election. Participants in the trainings after the 2016 Presidential election were significantly older than participants in the trainings prior
to the election [t(191.82)=-3.652, p<.001, d=9.65]. Women made up
a significantly larger percentage of training participants after the
2016 Presidential election, χ2 (1, N = 1928 ) = 4.893, p =.027. There
was a significant decrease in the proportion of training participants
who identified as Black, χ2 (1, N = 1930 ) = 5.043, p =.025, but a
significant increase in the proportion of training participants who
identified as Latinx in the group of training participants after the
2016 Presidential election, as compared to training participants prior to the 2016 presidential election, χ2 (1, N = 1118 ) = 6.929, p =.008.
Most notably, participants in trainings after the 2016 presidential election were more likely to report being registered voters than
participants in trainings prior to the 2016 presidential election, χ2
(1, N = 1571) = 4.59, p =.032. Additionally, participants in trainings
after the 2016 presidential election were more likely to report knowing who represented them in Congress, χ2 (1, N = 1930) = 20.29, p
<.001 and in their state legislature, χ2 (1, N = 1930) = 17.96, p <.001,
than participants in trainings prior to the 2016 presidential election.
Political Efficacy Pre- and Post-2016
Bivariate analyses were used to examine the political efficacy
scales as well as individual items. The analysis found no significant
differences in the comparisons of the political efficacy total scale
scores between participants of program events prior to, as compared to after the 2016 Presidential Election. There were significant
differences on four of the eight individual items of the political efficacy instrument between trainees from prior to and after the 2016
presidential election; these compared using bivariate analyses. Participants in trainings after the 2016 Presidential election reported
that public officials cared more about what people think (χ = 1.7, sd
= 0.91) than participants in trainings prior to the 2016 Presidential
election (χ = 1.56, sd = 0.85), t(1595) = -2.101, p = 0.04, d = 0.90. Participants in trainings after the 2016 Presidential election reported that
politics and government were more complicated (χ = 2.09, sd = 1.05)
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than participants in trainings prior to the 2016 Presidential election
(χ = 1.83, sd = 0.97), t(1600) = -3.509, p<.001, d = 1.04. Participants in
trainings after the 2016 Presidential election reported higher levels
of agreement with the statement: “[u]nder our form of government,
the people have the final say about how the country is run, no matter who is in office” (x=1.33, sd=1.00) than participants in trainings
prior to the 2016 residential election (x=1.16, sd=0.87), t(322.93)=2673, p=.008, d=0.99. Participants in trainings after the 2016 election
were less likely to report understanding well the important political issues facing our country (χ = χsd = 0.99), as compared to participants in trainings before the 2016 Presidential election (x = 2.04, sd
= 0.97), t(1601) = 2.112, p = 0.04, d = 0.94.
Limitations
The major limitation of the present study is selection bias. The
sample is drawn from participants in the electoral and voter engagement training programs. Participation in the former is voluntary, and thus the sample is not necessarily representative of
any larger group. Participants in the electoral training likely had
a pre-existing interest in politics and a higher level of political engagement than non-participants. Second, it is possible that some
individuals are included in this study twice, having participated
in both trainings. Because data is collected anonymously, there is
no way to verify whether a participant was included in more than
one round of data collection. Third, since data collection methods
changed over the time period of the current analysis, some error
could have been introduced into the research process. Finally, this
article, and the underlying interventions, highlight voting and running for office as two methods of civic engagement, but there are
many other ways that social workers can affect their political systems and policy decisions.

Discussion
One notable finding from this study is the numbers of participants before and after 2016. The significant increase post-2016 (from
384 to 1,546) reflects one additional year of data collection, but also
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reflects a significantly increased interest in both the electoral and
voter engagement trainings; in 2015–2016, trainings were held in
five states, and in 2017–2019, trainings were held in nine states.
The wider political narrative about political involvement suggests that gender and racial identity are significant factors in political involvement. The story about race and gender is more complicated among the results of this study. While the post-2016 group
did include more women, neither gender nor race was found to
have significant relationships with political efficacy among this
group. The post-2016 sample included more Latinx respondents
and fewer Black respondents, which could have to do with participants’ interest in the training, with the geographic areas in which
trainings were offered, or some other factor.
A significant amount of effort has been taking place, particularly within progressive political groups, to recruit more young
people to political involvement. Within this sample, the post-2016
group was older. Interestingly, among both pre- and post-2016 participants, older participants reported a higher knowledge of politics, including knowing their federal and state legislators, and feeling more confident in the political process.
Reflecting the expectation that there was more engagement
with political topics in the post-2016 time period, respondents in
that time were more likely to report being registered voters and
more likely to report knowing who represented them in Congress
and in their state legislature. We hope this also reflects an increased
attention to political engagement within schools of social work.
No significant differences were found in overall political efficacy or on sub-scales of internal or external efficacy. However,
half of the individual articles had significant findings. This echoes
the finding of the pilot study that social workers and social work
students’ efficacy is more complicated than a simple up or down
measurement (Ostrander et al., 2017). In the two significant items
related to external efficacy, the post-2016 respondents were more
likely to say that public officials cared what they thought, and to
say that people have the final say about how the country is run, no
matter who is in office. In the two items related to internal efficacy,
post-2016 respondents were more likely to say politics and government are complicated and less likely to report understanding well
the important political issues facing our country. Combined, these
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results suggest that post-2016 respondents retain a measure of their
faith in our political system, but may be feeling overwhelmed by
the systems themselves and the political world in which we ask
them to engage.
Implications for Social Work Education, Practice, and Research
Overall, there is much room for improvement in political
awareness and engagement among social work students. This
should be considered in how we present our profession and recruit
individuals into the profession, in addition to interventions within
social work education. There are many social work educators actively engaging students in political social work across the country
(Pritzker & Burwell, 2016). The results of this research suggest that
political efficacy among students and social workers is complex,
and therefore our strategies in the classroom to affect efficacy must
also be complex. Beaumont (2011) reminds us that students enter
the classroom with the political resources they have gathered over
their lifetime, which is very dependent on their socioeconomic status and background. These resources “often persist and compound
over time, disempowering large segments of the population” (p.
216). Beaumont encourages us to consider equity in the classroom
as we address political issues. One option for increasing political
efficacy is the use of social learning theory, which “takes place in relation to social contexts through observations and interactions, and
the ways in which people come to interpret, practice, and internalize the perspectives and behaviors they see around them” (p. 217).
Approaches to political social work practice education that center
student voices and decision-making, for example through popular
education models of group work (Carroll & Minkler, 2000; Hill et
al., 2019), may provide opportunities for a parallel development of
individual and political efficacy within the classroom environment.
Social learning of political content suggests that real-life settings are key to the construction of political efficacy (Beaumont,
2011). Thus, we urge social work educators to actively seek ways to
engage students in class activities that are rooted in advocacy practice, such as legislative advocacy days (Beimers, 2016), meetings
with legislative officials, submitting written testimony to committees, and/or registering voters (Hill et al., 2019). Given the options
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available to social work educators to use field settings, experiential
learning, trainings, workshops, and engage students in real-life
events, these combine to provide multiple opportunities for social
work educators to increase efficacy among students.
The findings of this study underscore the importance of context for understanding social workers’ political engagement. The
agency or organizational environment—educational or professional—will have a profound impact on a social worker’s ability to engage in political social work practice (Mosley, 2013). As students
move into practice, they will need to be able to situate their political
practice within the policies and procedures of their employers. The
variation in approaches and value placed on political social work
practice by different organizations will impact the efficacy of the
profession as a whole. Many agencies that employ social workers
are reluctant to engage in policy or political activities, despite the
significant effects these policies and electoral actions have on the
clients and communities with whom we engage. Social work students will need to develop tools they will use to conduct advocacy
within their agencies as well as within the larger community.
Additionally, the local and state context for political engagement will also impact social workers’ perceived and realized political efficacy. The variation in voter engagement laws nationally,
for example, will have a profound impact on how social workers
may be able to work with clients around voter access, as well as the
larger civic engagement “culture” of their state or locality (Hill et
al., 2019). We echo McCabe and colleagues’ (2017) call for increased
civic literacy in social work education, so that social work practitioners enter the field with the baseline knowledge and skills necessary for effective political practice.
Future research in this area will have to address the challenges of
the quickly moving political climate. Since the data for this study was
collected, two significant events, the COVID-19 pandemic and the
Capitol insurrection of January 6, 2021, may have changed the ways
in which social workers view political efficacy. As we noted earlier,
much of the literature on civic engagement and political social work
practice pre-dates the 2016 elections. There is a critical need to revisit
many of the past studies to assess the impact of the rapidly changing
political and social climate on this area of practice.
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Conclusion
The results of this study support updating political social work
research, practice, and course content to reflect the current context
and increase student/practitioner efficacy. Past work suggested that
social work educators perceived students as uninterested in political content; our results challenge these assumptions. Additionally,
the social work literature on political engagement should also be
updated in order to reflect the changes in the U.S. political and social context. Social work’s ethical commitment to social justice and
advocacy remains strong; in order to maintain an equally strong
practice commitment, it is important that the research and educational base be continually updated to be responsive to the contexts
within which social workers are practicing.
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Addressing the Needs of
African American Grandparents:
An Intersectionality Perspective
Dorothy Smith-Ruiz
Kendra Jason
University of North Carolina at Charlotte
This study seeks to demonstrate the intersecting structural and compounding challenges African American custodial grandparents experience collectively, rather than as separate non-competing factors, which
has been modeled in prior studies. Using a mixed-method research design,
the study explored the challenges faced by African American and white
custodial grandparents. These challenges included difficulties attaining
different types of support, respite care, and programs for teens and special
needs grandchildren. Results showed that caregiving challenges among
African Americans were more pervasive than their White counterparts.
These findings have significant implications for the development of intervention programs for custodial African American grandmothers and their
grandchildren.
Keywords: Black Grandmothers, challenges, needs, support, health, financial impact

Introduction
The number of grandparents caring for their grandchildren has
doubled over the last 50 years. This constitutes approximately 2.7
million grandparent caregivers of children under age 18. Some 10
percent of all children live with a grandparent (Ellis & Simmons,
2014). These grandparents are known as “custodial” as they assume primary caregiving responsibility, often in the absence of
the child’s parents (Smith et al., 2008). Custodial grandparenting
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has been associated with economic disadvantage, lack of access
to health care, and increased psychological distress (Kelley et al.,
2010). Policymakers have shown considerable interest in grandparent caregivers facing these challenges.
Most research on custodial grandparents in the last 30 years
has centered on health and social support. There is a paucity of
research that examines how grandparent caregiving is impacted by
a number of complicated problems, such as the health of the grandparent, the special needs of grandchildren, and the lack of institutional support—specifically for African American grandmothers.
There is even less known about needs for information and access
to services for this group. For example, grandparents with chronic
illness, or grandparents caring for children with chronic diseases
or mental disabilities, face numerous challenges that stem from a
lack of formal and informal support for everyday needs such as
transportation, food security, and educational support. These experiences are further exacerbated by the structural consequences of
poverty, racism, classism, sexism, and ableism, among other things.
The most prominent reasons for grandparent caregiving are
drug abuse, teen pregnancy, child abuse and neglect, mental or
emotional problems, female incarceration, HIV/AIDS, poor health,
unemployment, and death (Hadfield, 2014; Minkler & Fuller-Thomson, 2005; Ruiz, 2004; Strom & Strom, 2011; Tang et al., 2015; Taylor et al., 2017). Although these reasons have not changed significantly over the years, their intensity exacerbated as a result of the
Great Recession of 2007–2009, especially for African American and
low-income families (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012). The Great Recession also led to a spike in the number of grandchildren in the care
of grandparents (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2012).
Although grandparent caregiving cuts across income, ethnic,
and racial lines, African American custodial grandparents are more
likely to be poor and experience stress due to a lack of social support
and stigma about their grandchildren (Oburu & Palmérus, 2005)
than their white counterparts. Previous research has demonstrated that African American families have greater caregiver burden
when it comes to raising grandchildren due to lack of income, poorer health, and fewer resources than white caregivers (Whitley et al.,
2016). Most research on custodial grandparent outcomes use a behavior or stress model (see Hayslip et al., 2019) as an examination
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lens. However, these approaches often overlook the intersecting
identities that African Americans embody which shape and structure their lives (Collins & Bilge, 2020; Crenshaw, 1991).
This study extends previous research by using an intersectional framework to examine how the consequential needs of African
American grandparents are the result of the “structural roots of experiences of marginalization” (Ferrar et al., 2017, p. 12). An intersectional approach helps explain how experiences in grandparent
caregiving are situated within larger systems of oppression (e.g.,
racism, ageism, classism, ableism) by connecting individual-level
subjective experiences to social structures, thus illuminating how
processes of differentiation shape lived experience. We explore the
lived experiences of caregiving burden to identify the gaps African
American grandparents have in meeting their needs, make sense
of the challenges they face, and we recommend social supports, resources, and policies that can help alleviate their caregiver burden.
Intersectionality Framework
Kimberlé Crenshaw (1991) coined the term intersectionality to
highlight the dual marginality of Black women and their lived experiences of oppression as both a result of gender and race. This study
uses intersectionality, a Black feminist framework, to center Black
women and explore racialized inequalities and their consequences
for African American custodial grandparents—particularly grandmothers—to demonstrate how certain risks operate in distinct ways
at the intersection of their race, gender, and class identities, thereby
creating unique vulnerabilities for this group. An intersectional approach seeks to examine various socially and culturally constructed
categories of oppression that interact on multiple, and often simultaneous, levels that result in systematic social inequality.
Intersectionality provides background and a framework for
comprehending power and privilege and the linkages of numerous
systems of exploitation and domination operating at the structural level and acknowledges how oppressive systems are mutually dependent in their reinforcement of inequality (Collins, 2000).
This approach makes clear that the classical models of oppression
within society determined by race, gender, or class do not operate
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independently, but in cooperation, thus creating a system of oppression (Crenshaw, 1991; Knudsen, 2006).
Intersectionality acknowledges the duality of experiences, as it
highlights the need to critique and challenge structural and systemic oppression and resulting social inequities (Cole, 2015). This
framework assumes that discrete forms and expressions of oppression are shaped, and are shaped by, one another. For example, to
fully understand the racialization of oppressed groups, it is necessary to explore the ways race, class, and gender influence structure, social processes, and social representations (Browne & Misra,
2003). Collins (2000) refers to the various intersections of social inequality as the “matrix of domination.” Various forms of domination, such as class, race, gender, religion, and other social traits, are
interwoven, thus forming mutually reinforcing structures. These
oppressive forces drastically influence the roles and experiences of
African American families.
Changing Trends in Grandparenting Caregiving
In 1970, only about three percent of children lived in grandparent-maintained households; by 1990, this had increased to five
percent and in 2011, seven percent of children lived in grandparent-maintained households (Ellis & Simmons, 2014; Fuller-Thomson et al., 1997; Landry-Myer et al., 2005; Roe & Minkler, 1999; Tang
et al., 2015; Woods, 2015). Since 2007, approximately one-third of
children who live with grandparents also have two parents present
(Ellis & Simmons, 2014). Yet, about 45 percent of children in grandparent-maintained households lived with only a grandmother in
2012. African American children who lived with a grandparent were
more likely to live with a grandmother. Seven percent of white and
14 percent of African American children lived with a grandparent.
African American children are more likely to live in a household
with a grandparent with no parent present than are white children
(28% vs. 24 % respectively). Children living in grandparent-maintained households are more likely to be poor, in comparison to children who live in parent-maintained households of children who do
not live with a grandparent (Ellis & Simmons, 2014). As discussed
below, lack of finances increases the risk of challenges to grandparent health.
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Challenges to Health
Many studies have addressed the relationship between grandparent caregiving and the burden associated with social, economic, and health problems (Haglund, 2000; Kelley et al., 2010; Roe &
Minkler, 1998; Tang et al., 2015; Taylor, et al., 2017). Research shows
that caregiver strain places a higher morbidity risk on family structures and environments. Grandparent caregivers that are single,
female, financially unstable, less educated, and residing in low socioeconomic neighborhoods were more likely to experience higher
morbidity risks (Bachman & Chase-Lansdale, 2005; Hadfield, 2014;
Taylor et al., 2017).
Custodial grandparenting is also associated with an increased
risk of obesity (Hadfield, 2014; Hayslip et al., 2015). In addition,
high rates of depression, self-rating of health as poor, and the presence of multiple chronic health problems have been found in both
national and smaller samples to have an impact on raising grandchildren (Fuller-Thomson et al., 1997; Roe & Minkler, 1998; Ruiz,
2004). Findings from Shore & Hayslip (1994) show that grandparents raising grandchildren with neurological, physical, emotional,
or behavioral problems seem to reveal the highest levels of distress.
Kelley and associates (2010) found that caregiving negatively contributes to grandparents’ health, especially with high-level
responsibilities that restrict preventive health care measures. Additionally, the demands of parenting grandchildren with mental
health problems, physical disparities, or developmental delays
could exacerbate health problems. Other challenges to the health
of grandmothers include the age of the grandparent (one-third of
grandmothers were 60 years and older) and being unmarried (Kelley et al., 2010). Even so, African American grandmothers usually
care for multiple generations in the household over a protracted
period of time (Ruiz, 2004).
Challenges in Social Support
Social support is considered an important factor for coping with
stress among grandparent caregivers. Social support can be formal or
informal. Formal social support is “governed by contractual arrangements rather than affiliation and obligations norms” (Miller et al., 2001,
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p. 250), and includes healthcare personnel, social service workers, and
other members of formalized care partnerships. Informal supports include family members, fictive kin, friends, and associates.
A social network consists of the social connections that caregivers have to significant others. Social networks are typically weak
among African American grandparents. Minkler and associates
(1994) found that grandparent networks decreased by 50 percent
after taking responsibility of their grandchildren. Research shows
that African American grandparents do not generally receive consistent and reliable support (Burton, 1992; Ruiz, 2004). Some grandparents shun formal agencies, like social services, because they are
uncertain or unsure of the services available or do not wish to seek
welfare. African American grandparents often prefer not to receive
support for themselves because they do not want the “government
in their business” (Landry-Meyer, 1999a; Ruiz, 2004).
Numerous factors intersect to increase the likelihood of African
American grandmothers receiving unstable social support in comparison to their white counterparts. Research shows that African
American children are more likely to reside in a dwelling with a
grandmother and a single parent or a grandmother and no parent
in comparison to white families (Ellis & Simmons, 2014). Custodial
African American grandparents in skipped-generation households
are reported to be younger, less educated, and with limited economic
resources in comparison to white grandparents (Minkler and Fuller-Thomson, 2005). Black grandmothers take on heavy caregiving
responsibilities associated with incarceration, drug abuse, death of
a parent, poor health, or sick grandchildren—with limited formal
and informal support. Research has shown that caregiving under
these conditions puts custodial African American grandmothers at
a greater risk for emotional and mental health problems (Carr et al.,
2012; Whitley et al., 2016; Whitley & Fuller-Thomson, 2017).
Although history has shown that custodial African American
grandmothers are adaptable and resourceful, they are also more vulnerable as a group than their white counterparts who often have stronger and more reliable formal and informal support. These vulnerabilities are amplified by historical systematic racism and the intersection
of race, class, gender, and age. Research findings report relationships
between grandparent caregiving under adverse conditions and the
onset of depressive and other mental health symptoms.
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The relationship between social support and depression is documented (Musil et al., 2011; Simpson et al., 2017). Severely fragile
grandmother-maintained households with strained family resources had the worst physical health, greater depressive symptoms, and
problems in family functioning compared to households with custodial grandmothers who received emotional support from family
members and friends (Musil et al., 2011). Social support may serve
to prevent and treat the adverse influence of stress on physical and
mental health (Carr et al., 2012; Simpson et al., 2017).
Lack of social support from family, friends, and the community is also well documented. Some studies have found that African
American grandmothers receive little or no support from family
members, despite their demanding childcare responsibilities (Burton, 1992; Carr et al., 2012; Ruiz, 2008). Research further shows that
African American grandparents perceive social services as unreliable and unavailable to meet their caregiving needs (Carr et al.,
2012; Simpson et al., 2017). A common finding is that informal, formal, and community support is inconsistent among custodial African American grandmothers.
Research has demonstrated that African American custodial grandparents have high social service needs. However, studies
are not consistent in determining the effectiveness of service usage (Landry-Meyer, 1999b). Research shows inconsistent findings
on informal networks. In a sample of 99 African American grandparents in the Piedmont area of Northern Carolina, Ruiz (2004) revealed that the vast majority of those caregiving (98%) received little or no support from their families. Similarly, Burton (1992) found
that 97% of the grandparent caregivers in her study received little
or no familial support.
In contrast, Minkler and colleagues (1994) found that the majority of grandmothers in their study received high levels of support.
Woods (2015), in another study of grandmothers in North Carolina,
had findings consistent with other studies that report challenges
for this population, including chronic health conditions, lack of resources in rural communities, and limited social support. Grandmothers viewed their spirituality and the social support provided
by their religious communities as primary survival coping strategies to replace their lack of formal support (Woods, 2015).
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In order to strengthen the grandparenting family system, more
research is needed to determine the effects of different types of
social support resources on addressing the needs of caregiving
grandparents. By providing a descriptive analysis of selected socio-demographic variables, caregiving needs and difficulties, and
their childcare experiences in their own words, this study sheds
light on the challenges that African American grandmothers face.
The study was guided by the following research questions:

1. What are the prominent reasons for custodial caregiving?
2. What are the needs of custodial grandparents?
3. Where do custodial grandparents have the most difficulty
in meeting their caregiving needs?
4. What are the unique social support challenges faced by
custodial African American grandparents?

Data and Methods
Sample
A cross-sectional research design was used to examine a variety
of characteristics of African American and white caregiving grandparents. These included demographic and social characteristics,
household composition, reasons for caregiving, health self-report,
needs assessment, difficulties in getting help and information,
factors hindering getting information or support, and difficult aspects and experiences of being a caregiver. The study consisted of
22 custodial grandparents who resided in the Triangle (Raleigh,
Durham, Cary, and Chapel Hill) and Piedmont areas (Charlotte,
Greensboro, Winston-Salem, High Point) of North Carolina. Our
analysis focused on the needs of African American grandmothers
with comparisons to their white counterparts. Grandparents who
were eligible for the study were required to meet the following
criteria: (1) identified as the primary caregiver for one or more
grandchild or great-grandchild under the age of 18; (2) was a
non-institutionalized person; (3) resided in the Triangle or Piedmont areas of North Carolina; and (4) viewed themselves as being
in a permanent grandparenting role with their grandchildren.
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Data Collection
We were able to gather a robust sample with recruitment assistance from the North Carolina Division on Aging, Durham County Social Services, Durham County Housing Authority, Orange
County Housing Authority, senior support groups, Wilson County Social Services, Mecklenburg County Social Services, Mecklenburg County Housing Authority, and grandparents support
groups. Selected personnel, mostly program directors, were asked
to identify custodial grandparent caregivers within their agencies.
The study also used word-of-mouth recruitment from African
American churches and community organizations. After a list of
grandparents had been identified, those who expressed interest in
the study were pre-screened to determine their eligibility for participation. The survey was administered by Author 1 and/or the local
social services coordinator. The administer was present while the
respondent completed the survey to provide detailed instruction,
answer questions, or provide clarity as needed. The survey took
approximately 30 minutes to one hour to complete. The self-written
data was transcribed via computer by Authors 1 and 2 for clarity
before analyzing the data. IRB was approved prior to data collection and the data was collected confidentially.
Measures
The data collection instrument consisted of more than 200 qualitative and quantitative questions. Here, we focus on demographic
and social characteristics, reasons for custodial grandparent caregiving needs of custodial grandmothers, social support challenges,
and experiences of custodial grandparents. Demographic and Social
Characteristics included age, gender, marital status, race, employment status, family income, and household composition. Household
Composition was determined by the number and age of grandchildren, full- or part- time care, and number of years providing care.
Reasons for Caregiving consisted of one open-ended question for the
respondent to list all reasons related to assuming the care of their
grandchildren. The Self-report of Health included 3 questions pertaining to an overall self-rating of their health.
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Needs Assessment consisted of a 33-item checklist of questions
regarding the extent to which the needs of the grandparent and the
grandchildren were being met. Examples of the types of questions
included were financial, nutrition, counseling for self and children,
legal advice, education, social services, medical, social and emotional support, and managing the health needs of both the grandchild as well as their own health needs.
Social Support included a 28-item checklist asking about the
number of individuals and professionals that grandmothers could
rely on for help and support for themselves and their grandchildren. This consisted of six major categories of different types of
support, including health (physical, emotional, and mental), family, education, transportation, respite care, and lack of programs
and services. Childcare Experiences consisted of two open-ended
questions designed to elicit a wide range of childcare issues. However, the primary concern was centered on the primary difficulties
faced by grandparents in raising their grandchildren. A follow-up
question required discussion of the type of information help, services, or support needed to overcome any difficulties with taking
care of their grandchildren.
Data Analysis
Quantitative Data. Statistical data was imputed and maintained
in Microsoft Excel software. Descriptive analysis included analyzing frequency and contingency tables. These broad-category
cross-tabulations allowed for analysis to depict a comparative, yet
basic, distribution of the variables and demonstrate the relationship between them (Frankfort-Nachmias et al., 2016).
Qualitative Data. The qualitative analysis followed interpretive
grounded theory methods (GTM) (Charmaz, 2014). The transcripts
were subjected to line-by-line (open) coding to conceptually tag
the data (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). These codes included “illness,”
“needs,” “readiness,” and “contradictions,” for example. Then, using axial coding we created categories that linked data to general
processes, conditions, and context. These included codes such as
“social support options,” “coping mechanisms,” and “on my own.”
Reliability and validity of the data were maintained through a reiterative data analysis process, including comparative open and axial
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coding between both authors. We identified similarities and differences in how the grandparents described their experiences. Together, we identified connections between themes and noted variation
when it arose. We identified core concepts and ideas through a
comparison of independent analyses then engaged in group consensus before we mapped our final analytic scheme.
Trustworthiness and Reflexivity
The authors engaged in several methods to ensure trustworthiness and reflexivity. In data collection, Author 1 designed the
survey instrument to capture thick description of the data (Geertz,
1973) by asking a few very specific questions. The administrator
had the opportunity to probe, answer clarifying questions, and reiterate back to the respondent to ensure accuracy of what was being shared in real-time. Both authors are skilled and experienced
qualitative researchers with subject matter expertise. We both reviewed, coded, and analyzed all data independently, then shared
and discussed our analytic process. When applicable, we discussed
discrepancies in coding until we achieved consensus. Through this
in-depth and collaborative process, we are confident in the credibility and confirmability of this study.

Findings
Demographic and Social Characteristics. The grandparents ranged
in age from 27–74. Twenty-one (95.5%) were grandmothers and 1
(4.5%) was a grandfather. Four grandparents (18.2%) were single.
Three grandparents (13.6%) were married and living with their
spouses. Two were separated (9.1%); six were divorced (27.3 percent),
and seven (31.8%) were widowed. The number of African Americans
(63.6%) in the sample was twice the number of whites (31.8%). One
subject (4.5%) did not respond to the race/ethnicity question. Twelve
respondents (54.5%) were retired; 1 respondent (4.5 %) reported being retired and working part-time; one (4.5 %) reported working fulltime; one was a volunteer (4.5 %); three (13.6%) were not working,
and four (18.2%) did not respond to the question.
There is considerable variation in the grandparents’ income levels. Thirty-six percent of the sample reported an income of between
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$10,001–$20,000; 27% reported incomes less than $10,000; almost
14% had reported incomes of $20,000–$50,000; and almost 14%
did not respond to this question. Regarding the health status, 73%
reported good or fair health; 9% reported excellent or very good,
almost 14% had poor health, and one did not respond. The number of children cared for by grandparents ranged from one to four.
Fifty-nine percent of grandparents cared for one grandchild; 18%
cared for two; 9% were responsible for 3 children; 5% took care of 4,
and 9% of the grandparents did not respond to the question.
Reasons for Caregiving. As expected, the reasons for caregiving
reported were consistent with previous research. Common responses included multi-burdened reasons for assuming care for their
grandchildren. Drug and alcohol abuse by the parents, in combination with negligence of the grandchild, were the primary reasons
reported for grandmothers assuming care of their grandchildren.
One grandmother stated, “my daughter is a drug addict. She was in
women’s prison where she gave birth.” Another grandparent stated, “my daughter didn’t have anywhere to stay,” and another said
that the grandchild’s “mom and dad died on the same day.” Death
of either parent was infrequently reported by the grandmothers
in our sample. However, it is important to note that these reasons
overlap and none pertain exclusively to one grandparent. This list
hardly exhausts the range of reasons for caregiving, but notes the
most prominent for this sample, which again, are consistent with
larger national studies.

Challenges Faced by
African American Grandmothers
Most grandmothers in the study generally enjoyed the role of
grandparent caregiving, yet some saw their role as a burden. It is
common for African American grandmothers to put the needs of the
grandchildren over their own, even in circumstances of financial or
health challenges. African American grandmothers do not separate
their own needs from those of the children or grandchildren. Their
most basic challenges included housing (living in a homeless shelter), not having enough money to eat, and a lack of transportation.
They also reported a lack of knowledge concerning how to take
care of a grandchild with behavior problems. They needed help
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with taking care of the grandchildren, help with homework, and
daily preparation for school. Finally, they needed help with respite
care, help with finding resources for handling children, and dealing with social services to make sure the child’s medical and financial assistance (if received) arrived in a timely manner. Many of
these basic issues are taken for granted by the average middle-class
American family.
An intersectionality lens recognizes that the challenges these
grandparents face are often multi-faceted and mutually dependent
in their reinforcement of inequality. For example, one grandmother
shared the following challenges she experienced taking care of her
grandchildren:
The most difficulty I have in raising my grandchild is the ability to
be active with my grandchild because of my severe health problems. I am waiting for a kidney. I am not sure of what I am entitled
to. I need to know my benefits and eligibility. I receive $31 per
week from my grandson’s father, but nothing from his mother. I
pay out of pocket. I manage by the grace of God. My grandson has
emotional and behavioral problems. He yells and screams, will
not listen, will not eat at times. I have to read up on ADHD. His
problems make me hurt inside. I hope he grows out of it.

She continues describing how her health and financial challenges make things harder:
I am on dialysis because of diabetes-related issues. I have no family help. My grandchild has a father living as well as an uncle, but
I get no help with taking care of my grandchild. His mother is on
drugs and is a prostitute. She also has three other children, but
only one lives with her. I have a number of health problems: arthritis, glaucoma, problems breathing, high blood pressure, heart
problems circulation problems, diabetes, stroke, and kidney disease. I also have cramping in my fingers and problems sleeping.

When this grandmother stated, “I am not sure what I am entitled to,” she refers to the intersecting and compounding burden of
poor health with a lack of access to healthcare and knowledge. Her
situation is further complicated by a lack of family support and
income. She is also burdened by her lack of understanding of her

The Needs of African American Grandparents

59

grandchild’s emotional and behavioral problems and the inability
to gain educational resources to deal with this. Finally, she expresses there is essentially no resolution, so she “hopes he grows out of
it.” Her daughter is not a source of support and is burdensome as a
drug addict and prostitute.
The only coping mechanism she demonstrated was her faith.
Each of these situations (poverty, chronic illness, lack of educational support, etc.) are desperate circumstances, and social and community programs have responded to these issues, in part. However, most social and community services and organizations are
issue-based, meaning they address one major societal issue, not a
combination (i.e., a non-profit may address homelessness but lack
resources to tackle educational readiness, those formerly incarcerated, and job placement). The scattering of programs and resources
across the community also contributes to these grandparents’ inability to identify and locate help and support.
Along with caring for their grandchildren, at least three grandparents were also navigating their own health and stress-related
problems. Seventy-three percent of the sample reported “fair”
health; 14% reported “poor” health and 10% reported “very good”
health. One grandparent reported having problems being approved
by Medicaid. She states: “I’ve applied 3 times for Medicaid and
been turned down 3 times. I really need it so I can get my broken
feet fixed. It has been 5 years. I really need to see a doctor for me.”
Another grandmother had health problems related to her teeth.
“I am having problems getting my teeth fixed. I need surgery on
my teeth, but I cannot afford it. I have Medicare and they don’t
cover it. I don’t go to the doctor like I should ‘cause’ I can’t afford
the co-payment.” A third grandmother reported difficulties with
utilities, food, transportation, and a job loss due to a cancer diagnosis. She adds:
I need help bad for me and my grandchild. Our lights are getting
ready to be cut off. I don’t have the money I used to have. They
cut my SSI. I have problems with lights and food at the end of the
month. I wish I had my own car and job. I am trying to get a job,
but it’s hard because I have been out of work since 2009 when I
had cancer.
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Again, we see how the challenges that these African American
grandparents face reinforce each other and there is no identifiable
direct causal relationship as the issues overlap and are intersectional.
Are the grandmothers in poor health due to their lack of income
or because of institutional discrimination in healthcare, education,
and housing? Is it one or more of these things? Taking an intersectional approach helps understand the answers to these questions
by framing custodial grandmothers within these larger systems of
oppression. These grandmothers navigate multiple identities and
structural positions as they care for themselves and their grandchildren. They navigate their worlds as multiply-burdened older, poor,
Black women with challenging health conditions, and as custodial grandparents who often lack resources and support to care for
their grandchildren who need emotional, behavioral, and physical
care. They are multiply stigmatized and their identities underscore
well-documented race-gender inequities.
Needs of African American Grandmothers
Grandparents were asked what help would they need to overcome their caregiving challenges on a day-to-day basis. Their responses are categorized into five major needs assessment areas:
financial; grandparent counseling; childcare and education; grandparent’s health; and grandchild’s health (See Table 1). However, the
specific challenges incorporated under the different categories were
related to medical needs, financial needs, transportation needs,
food security needs, and childcare assistance. Additional unmet
needs were: advocacy groups for relative caregivers, sex education
programs for teens, academic tutoring, any help with grandchildren with ADHD, help with homework, and respite care needs.
Table 1 shows how grandparents’ primary needs were categorized
based on their responses.
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Table 1. Needs Assessment Categories
Financial
Strain

Grandparent
Counseling

Food
Legal
Transportation Medical
Bills
Parenting
Marriage
Intergenerational
Networking
Internet

Childcare &
Education

Health
(grandparent)

Health
(grandchild)

Respite
Tutoring
Childcare
Afterschool
Leisure Activities

Self-care
Counseling
Insurance
Legal
Medical
Feelings & Health

Counseling
Immunizations
ADHD/ADD
Sexuality
Learning
Disability
Depression
Emotional &
Behavioral
Health
Difficulties

Figure 2 displays the forms of help both Black and white grandparents would like to receive. The needs are great in all areas, as at
least 40% of both groups needed help through meetings, support
groups, resource directories, and newsletters. However, a higher
percentage of Black grandparents needed more help than their
white counter parts in all categories except one. The highest need
for both groups was for grandparent support groups, which disperses different types of important caregiver information. Grandparents reported that they learn a lot from other grandparents who
take care of their grandchildren. Studies on grandparents are consistent in their findings that this caregiving population receives little help and assistance from their family, friends, and the church.
The need for weekly or monthly meetings was the only area that
whites needed help in comparison to Black grandparents. We expected this to be the case, not because Black families are advantaged in this area, but because it is not identified as “needed,” as
Black grandparents have less time to commit outside the home and
fewer means of transportation.
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Figure 2. Forms of Help White and Black Grandparents Would
Like to Receive
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Figure 3 shows information and services that were difficult to
access for Black and white grandparents. When considering their
needs in aggregate, “help and support from others” and “materials
on emotional and behavior problems” are high on the list. However, when the results are separated by race (Figure 4), we see that
nearly 90% of Black grandparents have difficulty finding materials
and over 70% have difficulty finding help from others, including
family, friends,and church. Educational materials on raising a teenager, the grandchild’s feelings, the grandparent’s physical health,
and respite care, were all reported by slightly under 60% of Black
respondents, whereas white grandparents reported under 40% for
those need factors.
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Figure 3. Help & Information Difficult to Find: White and Black
Grandparents
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Figure 4. Help & Information Difficult to Find: Black Grandparents
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Discussion
As African American grandparents continue to be the primary
source of care for their grandchildren, it is imperative that social,
political, and community responses shift their policies and practices to better support this vulnerable group that so many young children depend on for care. This shift requires the move away from
issue-based solutions to solutions that address the multiplicative
complexities of debilitating conditions such as poverty, chronic illness, and children’s behavioral issues simultaneously. Additionally, it requires the acknowledgment that racism, sexism, classism,
and other stigmas shape the life chances and outcomes of both
these grandparents and their grandchildren. Meaningful solutions
must acknowledge and address historical racist institutional and
discriminatory policies, as well as individual-level deficits.
Findings from this study contribute to existing research on the
needs of custodial African American grandmothers and their caregiving experiences by promoting an intersectional analysis to better capture the complexities of their lived experiences. Not only do
our findings correspond with those of national studies with larger
sample sizes, but they also provide an increased understanding of
African American grandmothers who have primary care of their
grandchildren.
The analysis demonstrated that grandparent needs were
very different by race. When comparing African American to white
grandparents, the analysis showed only a slight difference in the
types of needs reported, but a greater magnitude in reported need
associated with each problem. For instance, white grandparents
reported problems getting help with academic and learning disabilities, school adjustment, support from other grandparents, and
support from others. Although the needs are similar to those of
Black grandparents, the difficulty getting help for white grandparents was only 35% in comparison to a much higher need percentage for Black grandparents. In comparison to white grandparents
(35%) the magnitude of need for African American grandparents
ranged from 58% to more than 80% for all categories, with the
highest percentages of need reported for access to materials on emotional and behavioral problems of the children, and the need for
help and support from others. Despite the small sample size, one
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may reasonably conclude that the experiences of African American
grandparents are not only different from those of white grandparents, but their needs are not being met to the same degree.
Effects on grandparents. This study demonstrated Black grandmothers disproportionally deal with several issues, such as: not
having enough money to buy basic things, the inability to be active
with the child, health problems, little financial and social support
from the child’s parent, lack of knowledge of how to deal with emotional and behavioral problems of the grandchild, lack of support
from family and friends, not enough time for themselves, need for
afterschool and summer school programs, inability to discipline
properly, no transportation, inability to negotiate school concerns,
lack of cooperation and support from parents, and lack of parental
involvement in the child’s life, in comparison their white counterparts. Although grandmothers were very open about sharing their
challenges and needs, they did not express that they had any regrets about caring for their grandchildren. Still, it is important to
note that research has shown while some enjoy the challenge, many
feel trapped and obligated, and others resent the role (Ruiz, 2004).
The sacrifices African American grandmothers make for their
grandchildren are central to their cultural belief system about their
roles as women and devotion to family and their children. The lack
of social support was common among the grandmothers in this
sample. However, well-known family studies have suggested that
traditional family networks in Black communities are an important
source of social support (Billingsley, 1992; Hill, 1997). The traditional meaning of the social support networks in African American
families is no longer functioning for all Black families and communities, perhaps due to geography and other socio-economic factors.
Theoretical Implications. Using an intersectional approach, this
study centered the lives of African American custodian grandmothers to highlight how the intersecting and interlocking systems
of oppression condition the effect of health on grandchild caregiving. Older Black women have been found to experience higher
levels of discrimination, which plays a critical role in their health,
income, and access to social support services (Mays et al., 1996). Despite the health and income disadvantages that older Black women
face, our study found that they take on additional responsibilities of
caring for their grandchildren, even as they are not well-resourced

66

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

to provide care for themselves. We argue that greater attention
and consideration of these intersectional race-gendered dynamics
that older African American women face might enhance our understanding of African American custodial grandparent needs and
shape a response for general relief.
Limitations. A number of limitations must be considered regarding this sample of custodial grandmother caregivers. Although the
sample is small and nonrandom, it represents the needs and experiences of custodial African American caregivers in Black communities. A longitudinal study is needed to determine the long-term
effects of caregiving, especially on health outcomes for the grandparent as well as the grandchild. The sample does not consist of a
wide range of demographic differences, especially education, occupation, and income. Despite these limitations, however, there are
unique characteristics in the sample that are consistent with national
data, past and present (Dunifon et al., 2014; Hadfield, 2014; Hayslip
et al., 2019; Szinovacz, 1998). This study also provides robust data
to inform research and policy considerations by providing a clear
assessment of experiences, needs assessment, and difficulty accessing needs for custodial African American grandmothers.
Recommendations: Program and policy recommendations and
agendas must continue to address the needs of families headed by
grandparents, especially those who are single with unique problems and special circumstances. African American grandmothers
are asked to assume full-time care of their grandchildren at a period in their lives when they expected to have some free time of their
own. They take on these roles in the face of poverty and little or
no social and professional support. Researchers must continue to
be a voice for grandparents who assume care for their grandchildren and are not receiving support. More community resources are
needed to address the health concerns of custodial grandparents
that complicate their efforts to provide care for their grandchildren.
Support systems must extend services to address transportation
needs and provide respite care. Further, more information is needed concerning the level of knowledge grandparents have on providing care at different stages of the grandchild’s social and emotional development.
Programs and policymakers should also consider the shortand long-term effects of COVID-19 on this group. Older adults
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are the most vulnerable to infection, increased chronic illness as
a result of COVID-19 exposure, unemployment, and death (Morrissey & Ghilarducci, 2020). The effects of COVID-19 also disproportionally affect Black workers, women caregivers, and low-wage
workers (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2020; Spurk
& Straub, 2020). Future research might examine the effects of the
COVID-19 pandemic on the ability of custodial African American
grandmothers to provide care for their grandchildren. There is still
much to understand about the extent of the needs of grandmothers,
the needs of children in their care, and how to effectively communicate these needs to formal support services.
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Introduction
Intense anxiety, uncertainty, and controversy surround the
COVID-19 pandemic, which complicate empirical analyses. The
worry stems from the exponential growth associated with the rate
of contagion and the mortality rates that were initially estimated to
Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare • December, 2021 • Volume XLVIII • Number 4

72

Preparation and Response to Covid-19

73

reach two million in the U.S. and ½ million in the U.K. in the absence of mitigation efforts (Ferguson et al., 2020). Although so far
the initial mortality rate estimates have overstated the deadliness of
this virus, the daily media coverage of cases, hospitalizations and
heart-wrenching accounts of people dying alone continue to fuel
public anxieties. In the United States, for example, attention-grabbing headlines frequently report the U.S. as having the “world’s
highest COVID-19 death toll,” ignoring the fact that the U.S. has a
larger population than most other wealthy countries in the world
(Ansari & Prang, 2020; Finnegan, 2020). Compared to other Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, the mortality rate per million in the U.S. was lower than U.K.,
Spain, Italy, and Belgium. Belgium’s mortality rate is twice that of
its neighbor the Netherlands (Roser et al., 2020).
But, this reflects in part the way deaths are counted in Belgium,
where about 95% of the deaths registered as COVID-19 cases in
elderly care homes have not been diagnosed with a confirmed infection (Ainger, 2020). According to the head of the viral disease
division at Belgium’s National public-health institute, “If you want
to compare our numbers with a lot of other countries, you basically
have to cut them in half” (Ainger, 2020, para. 5).
Public concerns are also elevated by the uncertainty conveyed
in data and expert opinions about the current rates of infection, future prospects, and how accurately the rates of infection and their
impact are being measured. Stretching well beyond the measurement of the Belgic mortality rate, an analysis of 36 studies found
estimates of infection fatality rates ranging from 0.00% to 1.63% in
different locations; when corrected for the types of antibodies assessed, these values ranged from 0.00% to 1.31% (Ioannidis, 2020)
—small differences in percent, which translate to huge differences
in the numbers of deaths.
Uncertainty concerning the accuracy of infection fatality rates
is amplified by alternative perspectives, which magnify and minimize what the blurry facts signify. Thus, some observers point out
that controlling for population size, the number of deaths attributed to COVID-19 in the U.S. (151,000 in July 2020), for example, was
slightly less than that caused by the 1958 Hong Kong flu pandemic
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and similar to the 1968 flu (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2020a; Koops, 2020). Others could argue that with
the exponential spread of infections, the current number of deaths
in the U.S. would be much higher in the absence of protective measures taken by governments (CDC, 2020a).
Even the actual number of deaths caused by COVID-19 is questioned, due to the high rate of co-morbidity associated with these
fatalities. In the U.S., the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that COVID-19 was the only cause of death mentioned
in 6% of the fatalities (CDC, 2020a). According to the CDC data:
“For deaths with conditions or causes in addition to COVID-19, on
average, there were 2.6 additional conditions or causes per death”
(CDC, 2020b). Similarly, Chow et al. (2020) found that 96% of
COVID-19 fatalities suffered from comorbidities. The prevalence of
comorbidities creates uncertainties about causality—that is, the extent to which deaths that are attributed to COVID-19 involve people dying with the disease or from the disease. The official counts of
COVID-19 deaths have been challenged on both sides of the ledger.
CDC (2020b guidelines suggest:
In cases where a definite diagnosis of COVID–19 cannot be made,
but it is suspected or likely (e.g., the circumstances are compelling
within a reasonable degree of certainty), it is acceptable to report
COVID–19 on a death certificate as “probable” or “presumed.” In
these instances, certifiers should use their best clinical judgement
in determining if a COVID–19 infection was likely. (p. 2)

The “probable or presumed” diagnosis, along with the diversity of local rules and regulations for assigning a cause of death, have
led to conflicting claims that the number of COVID-19 deaths have
been falsely inflated and underreported (Pappas, 2020). Analyzing
the data on excess deaths in the U.S., Pappas (2020) tentatively concludes that the data suggest “COVID-19 deaths are probably being undercounted rather than overcounted” (Pappas, 2020, para.
3). However, the extent of causality still remains an open question,
particularly in light of the demographics of COVID-19 fatalities.
Elderly populations in long-term care facilities account for an estimated 40 percent of all COVID-19 fatalities in the U.S. (Comas-Herrera et al., 2021). The majority of these cases involve elderly patients with co-morbidities who may already have been in the final
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weeks or months of life (Comas-Herrera et al., 2021). In Sweden,
people in elderly care services accounted for about 70 percent of
the COVID-19 deaths as of mid-May 2020 (Stern & Klein, 2020). The
COVID-19 victims in Stockholm’s nursing homes had a remaining
median life expectancy of 5 to 9 months (Stern & Klein, 2020).
Given the uncertainty surrounding what is known about the
initial impact of COVID-19 and the implications of a second wave
of infections, the appropriate policy response is swathed in controversy, nowhere more apparent than in the case of Sweden. Most of
the OECD countries responded to the pandemic by advising or requiring citizens to wear masks in public, practice social distancing,
avoid large gatherings, and closing down almost all indoor business,
which effectively shuttered their economies. Given the anxieties and
uncertainties, public policy followed the dictum of better safe than
sorry. Political leaders and public health experts justified the damage to national economies as a necessary measure to prevent massive
fatalities. Sweden’s response did not entail shutting down the economy, closing public schools for children under 16, or requiring the
use of masks or social distancing, though many Swedes voluntarily
accepted recommendations to social distance and wear masks when
appropriate. Thus, Sweden’s less restrictive policy response could be
seen as representing a counterfactual to the prevailing measures that
closed the economies of other countries.
Given the costs of heavy economic and social restrictions, many
policymakers would naturally have an interest in how Sweden’s fatality rates and economic health compare to that of the other OECD
countries which employed more invasive measures. Those supporting the more restrictive measures could point to the experiences of Denmark and Norway, Sweden’s Nordic neighbors. The New
York Times reported that by July, Sweden had suffered 12 times
more deaths per million people than Norway, seven times more
than Finland and six times more than Denmark (Goodman, 2020).
At the same time, however, the Swedish fatality rate was lower than
that in Spain, Italy, the U.K., and Belgium, as well as New York,
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and New Jersey (Book, 2020).
As for the economy, again it depends on what countries Sweden
is being compared to and on what measures of economic well-being.
The European Commission (2020) economic forecast estimated that
in 2020 on average the GDP for European countries would decline
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by 8.3%. Sweden’s decline of 5.3% was the third lowest among the
EU countries. The forecast for 2021, however, shows an average increase of 5.8% in the GDP for EU countries, with Sweden’s projected increase of 3.1%, well below the average. Overall on the two
year change in GDP, Sweden’s projected decline of -2.2% is slightly
lower than the EU average of -2.5% (European Commission, 2020).
This brief introductory discussion of anxiety, uncertainty, and controversy conveys some of the complications surrounding efforts to
empirically grasp the impact of COVID-19 and the policy responses. Bearing in mind these issues and recognizing the limits and
variability of available data, the study reported in this paper analyzes the preparation for and responses to COVID-19 in 20 OECD
countries from a fiscal perspective. This is a preliminary analysis
in light of the fact that COVID-19 remains a moving target as cases
contract and then “hotspots” erupt, as knowledge is gained about
the demographic groups most vulnerable to this virus, and as medical treatments are rapidly being produced and tested along with
preventive vaccines.

Study Design and Data
Drawing on data from the OECD social expenditure database,
World Bank population, and the International Monetary Fund’s
policy tracker, this study describes and analyzes the comparative
impact of COVID-19 in terms of the number of cases per capita and
the per capita mortality rate in 20 OECD countries. The study first
describes how the countries rank on these impact measures and
then goes on to analyze the relationships between these measures
of COVID-19’s impact and the countries’ expenditures on relevant
policies. The policy measures involve public and private health expenditures for 2017, 2018, and 2019 onset and per capita fiscal expenditures devoted to policies designed to address the pandemic,
which are identified in the International Monetary Fund’s policy
tracker. The analysis addresses the following issues:
• To what extent is there a relationship between per capita health
expenditures prior to the outbreak and COVID-19 cases and
mortality rates? This issue here involves the degree to which
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the countries’ levels of public spending on health care systems
might mitigate the spread of COVID-19 cases and the mortality
rates—and if there is any difference in mitigating effects
between the levels of total government health expenditure and
private health expenditure. The underlying assumptions here
are that in regard to the number of cases, a well-funded health
care system would have the personnel and equipment at hand
to identify and trace cases early in the outbreak, thus limiting
the number of cases and mortality per capita in comparison to
countries with lower levels of health expenditure.
•

To what extent is there a relationship between public and private health expenditures prior to the outbreak and the countries’ fiscal responses to the COVID-19 outbreak? The issue
here concerns whether countries that spend relatively more on
health care in general are likely to invest more funding in policy
responses to COVID-19 than countries with lower healthcare
expenditures.

•

To what extent is there a relationship between COVID-19 cases
and mortality rates and the fiscal expenditures in response to
the pandemic in the sample countries? The issue here concerns
the degree to which policy expenditures initiated in response to
COVID-19 were associated with the countries’ number of cases
per capita and its mortality rates.

Government and Private Health Expenditures
Data on per capita health expenditure of 20 OECD countries between 2018 and 2019 were drawn from the OECD health statistics
database which consists of government spending and compulsory
health insurance (“Government”) as well as voluntary health insurance and private funds such as households’ out-of-pocket payments, NGOs, and private corporations (“Private”), converted to
a common currency (US dollar) and adjusted to take account of
the different purchasing power of the national currencies (using
economy-wide PPPs) (OECD, 2020).
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Policy Response Spending
The data set from the International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s
policy tracker was used to measure policy spending in response
to COVID-19. The IMF identifies three categories of responses:
fiscal; monetary/macro-financial; and exchange rates/balance of
payments. The analysis of policy spending is based on the fiscal
responses, which focus on the per capita funding directly allocated
to support measures in response to the pandemic (IMF, 2020).
Cases, deaths per capita and age
Data on number of cases and deaths per capita were drawn
from Worldometers.info (Roser et al., 2020). Data on the countries’
populations aged 65 and above were taken from the World Bank
Database (World Bank, 2020).
Statistical Analyses
The statistical analyses were performed using IBM SPSS Version
24. Using the data described above, we analyzed the relationships
between government and private healthcare spending prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic and cases and mortality rates, as well as the
association between the fiscal responses by the sample countries
and COVID-19 cases and mortality rates. Descriptive statistics were
calculated to show data characteristics. Pearson product moment
correlation coefficients were computed to examine the bi-variate
correlations among the study variables. Multiple regression was
used to test the relationships of cases per capita and deaths per capita with the policy expenditure variables, controlling for the percent of the countries’ populations age 65 and over.

Results
The results are provided in the following tables. First, Table 1
describes the ranking of cases and deaths per capita in the sample
countries. Second, Table 2 presents bivariate correlations, which
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indicate the strength and direction of associations among the study
variables: total per capita health expenditures (government and
private) prior to the outbreak, fiscal responses, COVID-19 cases
and mortality rates, and the percent of the countries’ populations
age 65 and over. Finally, Tables 3 and 4 present multiple regression
analyses of (i) the relationships between the COVID-19 cases per
capita and the government health expenditure variable, controlling
for the percent of the countries’ populations age 65 and over, and
(ii) the relationship between COVID-19 mortality rates and the government health expenditure variables controlling for the percent of
the countries’ populations age 65 and over.
Country Ranking
The rank order of the sample countries on the impact measures
of COVID-19 in terms of cases and deaths per capita is shown in Table 1. The USA, Spain, Luxembourg, Sweden and Portugal had the
relatively highest cases per capita, while Australia and New Zealand were at the bottom of the ranking. In addition, Spain, the UK,
USA, Sweden and France had the highest rates of death per capita,
while Australia and New Zealand had the lowest rates.
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Table 1. Country Rank Order by COVID Cases and Deaths Per
Capita (data extracted September 13, 2020)

Correlation Analysis
Table 2 reveals a strong positive ( r = .730) and statistically significant relationship between the COVID-19 impact variables involving cases and deaths per capita, which suggests that the case
fatality ratios in the sample countries are comparable. Among the
policy expenditure variables, the findings indicate a weak positive
(r = .374) and significant relationship between the countries’ levels
of public health care spending prior to the onset of COVID-19 and
their fiscal expenditures on policies implemented in response to the
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pandemic. This may reflect a consistency in political support for
health care spending, which primed those countries with higher
per capita government health expenditures prior to COVID-19 for
a more liberal response to the pandemic than countries with less
political support for government spending on health care. There is
no significant relationship between per capita private health care
expenditures and government expenditures prior to the onset of
COVID-19 or in response to the outbreak.
Turning to the question of to what extent the policy expenditure variables mitigate the impact of COVID-19, the findings show
a moderate positive (r = .576) and statistically significant correlation between the levels of government health expenditures prior
to COVID-19 and the case per capita. The correlation here, however, is not in the expected direction based on the assumption noted
earlier, which suggested that the well-funded health care systems
would be best prepared to stem the spread of the virus. The finding
here suggests that, perhaps, the well-funded health care systems
are not so much better prepared and equipped to limit the spread
of COVID-19, but to conduct a higher level of testing for COVID-19
than health care systems with lower levels of expenditure, and thus
those systems find and report more cases per capita.
Similarly, the association between government expenditures
and rates of death per capita is not in the expected direction. The
finding here indicates a weak positive (r = .319) significant relationship between the levels of government health expenditures
pre-COVID and the rates of death per capita. This finding is more
counterintuitive than the relationship between government health
care spending and cases per capita. The levels of spending on policies in response to the pandemic had no significant relationship
to either the cases per capita or the per capita rates of death. This
suggests that the differences in levels of policy spending initiated
in response to COVID-19 had a negligible effect on the spread and
mortality rates of COVID-19.
Finally, recognizing the heightened vulnerability and mortality
rates related to those over 65 years of age, we examined the relationships between the percent of the sample countries’ populations
over 65 and the per capita cases and mortality rates. The findings
indicated moderate positive and significant correlations between
the countries’ age demographics and cases per capita (r = .68) and
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deaths per capita (r = .48). Age was also positively related (r = .670) to
government health expenditures per capita, which may reflect that
the increasing health care costs related to aging in general. Thus, the
relationships between higher government health care expenditures
and higher rates of COVID-19 cases and deaths might be attributed
mainly to the size of the age 65 and over populations in the sample
countries. If that was the case, then we would expect to see the relationship between government health expenditures and the COVID
impacts fade when controlling for populations age 65 and over. To
explore this relationship further, we conducted a regression analysis
controlling for the population demographic variable.
Table 2. Correlations COVID-19 Cases and Deaths Per Capita,
Government Health Expenditures and Percent of Populations
Age 65 and over

Multiple Regression Analyses
A preliminary screening of the data revealed that the assumptions for multiple regression analyses were met, as no issues were
found with singularity, multicollinearity, dependence of errors,
normality, linearity, or homoscedasticity of residuals (Tabachnick
& Fidell, 2001).
Table 3 shows that, when controlling for the percent of the countries’ populations over 65 years of age, the relationship between
their levels of government health expenditure and COVID-19 cases
per capita is no longer significant. The entire model itself was significant, R2 = .459, Adjusted R2 = .436, F(2,19) = 8.33, p = .003. The
percent of the population over age 65 remains significant and explains 49.5% percent of the variance in the cases per capita.
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Table 3. Regression Analysis of cases per capita and government
health expenditure Controlling For Age

As shown in Table 4, when controlling for age, the relationship
between levels of government health expenditures and COVID
mortality rates is no longer significant. The entire model itself was
significant, R2 = .234, adjusted R2= .144, F(2,19) = 2.59, p = .10. The
percent of the population over age 65 was also significant p = 0.10
Table 4. Regression Analysis of deaths per capita and government
health expenditure Controlling For Age
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Limitations and Conclusion
The interpretation of these findings must be tempered by recognition of this exploratory study’s limitations. The sample of 20
countries is relatively small and drawn from the narrow band of
advanced industrialized OECD nations. The policy response variables are operationalized in terms of public and private per capita expenditures, a metric that encompasses financial supports for
a wide-ranging assortment of practical health-related measures,
which vary among the countries. Published peer reviewed research
on the policy response to COVID-19 is limited, since policies take
time to implement and the peer-reviewed publication process often
takes six to twelve months just to bring research into print; over
a year’s time, the empirical curves of case and mortality rates are
constantly changing. The outbreak of a second wave of infections
in many countries raises additional questions about the empirical
impact of COVID-19 specified in this study. And although 10 subjects per variable (SPV) is one rule of thumb used to specify the
minimum required subjects in multiple regression analysis, various
statistical studies recommend from 2 to 200 SPV’s for an adequate
estimation of regression coefficients (Austin & Steyerberg, 2015;
Green, 1991).
With these limiting factors in mind, the findings of this study
suggest that, among the sample countries, neither the levels of government spending on health care prior to the onset of COVID-19 nor
the levels of public expenditure on policies developed in response
to the pandemic had a significant relation to the number of cases
per capita and the mortality rates experienced in these countries
by mid-September 2020. The size of the population 65 years and
older explained 49.5% of the variance in the number of COVID-19
cases per capita. These findings are suggestive of the “dry tinder”
hypothesis, based on the idea that there is a highly vulnerable population of people (over 65 with comorbidities), a large percent of
whom die each year, and that these people are particularly susceptible to contracting and dying from COVID-19 (Klein et al., 2020).
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We examine the roles of parental financial assistance to young adult children for college, homeownership, and “other reasons” in explaining the
Black-White wealth gap. Using Panel Study of Income Dynamics data, we
run Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions. Results show that the socioeconomic position of Black parents, not their proclivity to give, explains lower
receipt of parental assistance for Black adult children—especially in the
form of assistance for college and homeownership, which in turn, translates into the intergenerational reproduction of the racial wealth gap. Accordingly, policies should focus on equalizing resource endowments for
adult children across racial lines. The findings support a structural/stratification frame.
Keywords: racial disparity, intergenerational transfers, wealth, stratification

Introduction
Black-White wealth disparity is widespread and persistent. The
median net worth for Black households was only seven percent of
that of White households in 2011, a much larger gap than other economic indicators, such as median household income (59 percent)
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(Pew Research Center, 2013). Black wealth relative to White wealth
has never been higher than 20 percent since 1984 (Kochhar & Fry,
2014). Existing evidence indicates that several other resource gaps
contribute to racial wealth disparity across generations, such as:
immediate and extended family networks (Chiteji & Hamilton,
2002; Conley, 1999; Killewald, 2013); inheritance and inter-vivo
transfers (Conley, 2001; McKernan et al., 2014); distinct investment
styles and asset portfolio composition (Gittleman & Wolff, 2004);
and discriminatory and unfair treatment in the labor market and
financial system (Blau & Graham, 1990; Hamilton & Darity, 2017;
Krivo & Kaufman, 2004; Shapiro et al., 2013).
Among these factors, stratification theory attributes racial disparity to persistent wealth disparity accumulated across multiple
generations through intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic resources. Throughout U.S. history, racial discrimination
and unfair treatment has deprived Black people of opportunities
for economic advancement and wealth accumulation. As a result,
Black parents have limited socioeconomic resources, which thwarts
their efforts to provide financial assistance to children at critical life
stages for things like a college education and homeownership. Being deprived opportunities to attain essential assets at a particular
life stage is likely to have long-term negative impacts on wealth
accumulation for Black people (Shapiro, 2004; Spilerman, 2000). In
this way, socioeconomic disadvantages at one generation are transmitted to the next generation, which has contributed to persistent
Black-White wealth disparity (Killewald et al., 2017; Shapiro, 2004).
Existing empirical evidence supports stratification theory. The
Black-White wealth gap would decline if parents’ socioeconomic
resources were equivalent between Black and White families (Conley, 1999, 2001; Scholz & Levine, 2004). What is less clear is what
roles specific types of parental financial assistance have played in
racial wealth disparity across generations. The majority of previous
studies on parental assistance use measures of inter-vivo transfers
and inheritance, which indicate whether individual households received parental assistance during a certain period (usually in the
past 1–2 years), and the amount of that assistance (Jayakody, 1998;
McKernan et al., 2014). These studies show that the odds of Black
families receiving this type of assistance and the amounts of assistance are smaller than those of White families (Charles & Hurst,
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2002; Charles et al., 2007; Jayakody, 1998; Sarkisian & Gerstel, 2004).
Most researchers suggest that lower levels of parents’ resources explain all or substantial proportions of racial disparity in inter-vivo
transfers and inheritance (Berry, 2006; Jayakody, 1998; Sarkisian &
Gerstel, 2004), except one study (Lee & Aytac, 1998). Similarly, the
majority of previous studies on the impact of parental financial assistance on racial wealth disparity focus on inter-family transfer,
such as inheritances and inter-vivo transfers (Avery & Rendall,
2002; Gittleman & Wolff, 2004; McKernan et al., 2014). Scholz and
Levine’s (2004) review shows that inter-family transfers explain between one and 24 percent of the Black-White wealth disparity.
Invaluable as they are, existing studies have limitations because
they rely solely on the measures of inter-family transfer collected
after adult children have formed independent families. In addition,
the measures in these studies do not provide information on the
purposes of financial assistance. Parental willingness to assist children, however, likely depends on the purpose of the assistance. At
the same time, the impacts of parental assistance may differ by its
purpose. That is, the effects of assistance for college or home purchases on children’s wealth accumulation may differ from those
for vacation or inheritance. Furthermore, inter-family assistance is
unable to include parental assistance for college because parents
support their children’s education mostly when children are dependent (Spilerman, 2000). Its omission is of particular concern
because education is identified as a major mechanism for the intergenerational transmission of economic status by major theories,
including status attainment theory (Blau & Duncan, 1967), stratification theory (Shapiro, 2004), and human capital theory (Becker &
Tomes, 1986).
A small number of recent studies examined racial disparity in parental financial assistance for college and home purchases. All these studies show that Black people are much less likely
to receive parental financial assistance for college (Meschede et
al., 2017; Nam et al., 2015) and home purchases than White people (Charles & Hurst, 2002). Existing studies have not investigated the role of parental socioeconomic resources on racial disparity
in parental financial assistance, with a few exceptions. Descriptive
statistics in Nam et al. (2015) show that median income and net
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worth of parents is much lower for Black parents who assisted with
their children’s college education than White parents who did not.
Moreover, the median income of Black parents who assisted adult
children with a home purchase is comparable to White counterparts who did not. These results suggest that Black parents are very
willing to offer financial assistance for their children’s long-term
development, despite their limited resources (Nam et al., 2015). Elliott and Friedline (2013) provided a regression-based study of parental financial assistance for college. Using a sample of high school
graduates who attended college, they showed that the association
between parents’ socioeconomic status and racial disparity in parental assistance differ by the type of educational institutions: after
controlling for family background and other characteristics (e.g.,
GPA), Black-White disparity lost its statistical significance for fouryear college attendance, but remained significant for two-year college attendance (Elliott & Friedline, 2013).
A small number of empirical studies examined the impacts of
parental assistance for specific purposes on racial wealth disparity. Using results from descriptive statistics, Nam et al. (2015) show
that Black-White wealth disparity is much smaller among those
with parental assistance. For example, the Black-White ratio of median net worth is 1 to 9 among those who did not receive parental
assistance for college and 1 to 4 among those receiving assistance.
The comparable statistics for home purchase assistance is 1 to 11
and 1 to 4. Meschede et al.’s (2017) regression analyses show that
the impact of parental assistance for college on net worth does not
differ between Black and White people.
This paper expands our understanding of Black-White wealth
disparity by investigating the roles of parental financial assistance
to adult children for college, a home purchase, and “all other reasons.” This paper asks the following questions: First, are Black people less likely to receive parental financial assistance than White
people? In answering this question, we use the three different types
of financial assistance by purpose: education, home purchase, and
“all other reasons.” Second, what contributes to Black-White differences in the likelihood of receiving parental assistance? How much
do racial differences in parental socioeconomic resources (i.e., compositional differences in socioeconomic status) explain Black-White
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differences in receiving each type of assistance? Next, we examine
how much wealth disparity for adult children is explained by the
receipt of parental financial assistance.
A major contribution of this study is the use of three specific
forms of parental financial assistance: college, home purchase, and
“all other reasons.” Taking advantage of information about the three
types of parental assistance in the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), we are able to examine whether Black-White differences
in parental assistance vary by the type of assistance, and whether
the ways parental assistance explains Black-White wealth disparity
vary by the distinct purposes of assistance. This study employs decomposition analysis, a commonly used method in studying group
differences (Blinder, 1973; Fairlie, 2005; Jann, 2008; Kitagawa, 1955;
Oaxaca, 1973).

Methods
Data and Sample
We use data from the PSID, which is a longitudinal survey collected since 1968 from a nationally representative sample inclusive of
an oversample of low-income individuals. The PSID has interviewed
respondents every year from 1968 to 1997, and every other year after
1997. It contains rich data on individual and family characteristics,
including educational attainment, family composition, and economic status (Hill, 1992; Ratcliffe et al., 2008). The PSID has collected detailed information about family income since its inception and started collecting data about wealth in 1984. The quality of income and
wealth data in the PSID is estimated to be one of the highest among
existing surveys (Curtin et al., 1989). In addition, the PSID is considered ideal for intergenerational research: it has collected data both
from the original families included in 1968, and spin-off families created by the children of the original families. Therefore, it provides
valid and reliable information that is collected from both parents and
adult children (Hill, 1992; Ratcliffe et al., 2008).
The analysis sample is composed of persons who were: (1) children of family heads in 1984; (2) 6 to 17 years old in 1984 (35 to
46 years old in 2013); (3) family heads or spouses in 2013; and (4)
self-identified as either White or Black. We exclude those older than
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17 years old at the time of childhood observation from the sample.
We include only those who are 35 years old or older at the time
of adulthood observation because empirical evidence suggests that
individual asset accumulation may begin to stabilize at age 35, as
indicated by the mean age for first-time home buyers of 34 (Taylor,
2010). The analysis sample includes only heads or spouses in 2013
because the PSID has information on parental financial assistance
for these individuals. We excluded 28 individuals who identified as
neither Black nor White. The sample excludes 14 cases with missing information for dependent or independent variables. The final
analysis sample consists of 889 White people and 492 Black people
(N = 1,381). The relatively higher sample proportion of Black people
to White people compared to their actual population proportions
is a result of PSID oversampling procedures (Hill, 1992), which is
useful for our purposes in acquiring adequate statistical power to
detect racial differences. When weighted, White people comprise
83 percent of the sample while Black people comprise 17 percent.
It is noteworthy that our sample of adult children covers a somewhat limited age range of 35 to 46 years old in 2013. As a result, this
study is limited in its capacity to examine the impacts of parents’
socioeconomic resources and financial assistance on racial wealth
disparities at later life stages beyond age 46.
Measures
The main variables in this study are race, the three dichotomous
variables of parental financial assistance, and the continuous variable of adult children’s net worth. The race variable is created with
the self-identified race response reported in 2013. Parental financial
assistance variables are created using information in the 2013 Family Rosters and Transfers Supplemental data. Three different types
of parental assistance variables are created based on their purposes:
college, home purchase, and a catch-all category for assistance for
other purposes, which we refer to as “all other reasons.” The PSID
asks two sets of questions about parental financial assistance: one
about the head of a family, and another about the spouse. We created individual-level variables by matching the family-level information pertaining to parental assistance with individuals’ relationship to the head. The variable for each type of parental assistance

94

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

is coded dichotomously. That is, parental assistance for college has
the value of one if an individual has ever received financial assistance from their parents in paying for school (e.g., tuition, room
and board, and books) after age 18 and zero otherwise (one = yes,
zero = no). Similarly, financial assistance for a home purchase indicates whether an individual received parental assistance for buying
a home (e.g., assistance for a down payment) after age 18 or not.
Financial support for “all other reasons” is created in the same way;
it is coded as one for individuals who reported receiving parental financial assistance for reasons other than college and a home
purchase, and zero otherwise. A limitation of this study is that the
measures of parental financial assistance are dichotomous and do
not provide information on the amount or the timing of financial
assistance. The PSID data does not include information on the magnitude (total amounts) or timing (when assistance was provided)
of parental financial assistance. Adult children’s net worth is a continuous variable collected in 2013. This measure of net worth is the
sum of all assets (financial assets, the equity in a primary residence
and other real estate holdings, vehicle equity, and farm or business
assets) minus all liabilities.
This study uses three variables for parental socioeconomic status: parents’ education, income, and net worth. Parents’ education
is the head’s education collected in 1984, which we collapsed into
three categories: less than a high school diploma, high school diploma or general equivalency diploma (GED), and college degree
or higher. This study uses two variables for parental economic resources: income and net worth. Since income can be subject to yearly fluctuations, this study creates the parental “permanent” income
variable by averaging family income for three years (from 1982 to
1984). The parental net worth variable is collected in 1984. All three
parental socioeconomic indicators were collected during childhood
to avoid some of the simultaneity of adult child outcomes with
parental contemporary circumstance. Also, the parental income
and net worth variables are inflation adjusted to 2013-dollar values based on the Consumer Price Index, to allow comparison with
contemporary adult children’s economic outcome variables. Since
both the income and wealth variables have sharp outliers, these
variables are top- and bottom-coded at the highest and lowest five
percent of the distribution.
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Finally, this study includes the following control variables: parents’ demographics (head’s age and a dichotomous indicator of
marital status in 1984); adult children’s demographics (age in 2013
and gender); and the number of siblings with four categories (no
sibling, 1 sibling, 2 or 3 siblings, or 4 or more siblings). In the analyses of children’s adult net worth, we also control for indicators of
adult children’s socioeconomic resources: children’s educational attainment and children’s income. Children’s educational attainment
has three categories: less than a college degree; a college degree (a
four-year college degree, such as a Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of
Science degree); and an advanced degree, such as a graduate or
professional degree, like a Master of Arts or PhD. When considering children’s income in 2013, we average family income for three
observation years (2009, 2011, and 2013) after converting annual income to 2013 dollars to correct for inflation.
Analytical Strategy
Our main analytical strategy is the Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition technique. This technique divides intergroup differences
into two components: an explained component (the proportion of
group differences attributed to compositional differences in characteristics) and an unexplained component (the proportion of group
differences not explained by compositional differences, such as
differences in the rates of return to characteristics) (Blinder, 1973;
Jann, 2008; Kitagawa, 1955; Oaxaca, 1973), as shown in the following equations.

Where E(Yg) denotes the ratio or mean of a dependent variable (the
ratio receiving parental assistance or mean net worth) of group g (w
indicates White people and b indicates Black people); 000 is a vector
of predictors for group g; 000 indicates a vector of slopes for group
g; and 000 is the intercept of group g.
An explained component of intergroup difference is the
first part in each equation 000000000000000 in equation (1) and
000000000000000 in equation (2)]. Similarly, an unexplained com-
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ponent is the second part in each equation [(βb0 - βw0) + 00000000
in (1) and (βb0 - βw0 ) + (βbk- βwk)0000 in (2)] that is composed of the
differences caused by unobserved variables (differences in intercepts) and differences due to distinct rates of return to characteristics (differences in coefficient sizes) between groups (Fortin et al.,
2011; Jann, 2008). As shown in equations (1) and (2), decomposition
results differ by the choice of regression coefficients in the analyses. Among various approaches, we use coefficients in the pooled
regressions whose models include the race variable, following Jann
(2008). We run overall decompositions that assess the explained
proportions by every variable in the analysis models. We also employ detailed decompositions to estimate the role of each independent variable (or a group of related variables) in explaining racial
disparities (Jann, 2008; Fortin et al., 2011).
The decomposition analyses of the three types of parental financial assistance include parental economic resources (family income
and net worth) and parental social resources (head’s education) as
main independent variables. The analysis models also include the
following control variables: parents’ demographics (head’s age,
head’s age squared; and marital status) (We include a squared term
to account for the potential non-linear relation between age and
the dependent variable.); adult children’s demographics (children’s
age, children’s age squared, and gender); and number of siblings.
For analysis of adult children’s net worth, this study uses the
inverse hyperbolic sine (IHS) transformation. According to Pence
(2006), the IHS is a better approach in smoothing the distributions of
the dependent variables than logarithm transformation when there
is a sizeable proportion of non-positive values (e.g., net worth): the
former does not make “zero” and negative values into missing, and
therefore, eliminates the need for assigning an arbitrary value (e.g.,
“1”) to these non-positive values.
This study employs three models in analyzing net worth. The
basic model is the same as that used for parental financial assistance. This model includes parental economic and social resources and control variables of parents’ and children’s demographics
and the number of siblings. The “Parental Assistance Model” adds
the three types of parental financial assistance to the basic model.
The third model, or the “Children’s Education and Income Model,”
adds both adult children’s education and income to the “Parental
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Assistance Model.” We provide the last model because parental
socioeconomic resources and financial assistance may affect adult
children’s asset accumulation through their impacts on adult children’s educational attainment and labor market positions.1
In all analyses, we use data weighted with the 2013 core family
weight created by the PSID. The PSID generates weight variables in
consideration of over-sampling of low-income families and sample
attrition (Hill, 1992). In recognition that observations of children
from the same family may not be independent from each other, we
adjust standard errors by clustering multiple observations using
the 1983 family identifier.

Analysis Results
Sample Characteristics
The sample characteristics reported in Table 1 clearly show that
our White sample has a socioeconomically advantaged family background. White families, on average, had substantially and significantly higher family income and net worth during childhood than
Black families ($78,000 versus $39,000, and $182,000 versus $40,000,
respectively). Moreover, White people came from families where
parents are substantially and significantly more likely to have a college degree and to be married than Black people (23 percent versus
8 percent and 85 percent versus 44 percent, respectively). White people tend to have a smaller number of siblings than Black people: the
percentage with 4 or more siblings is 10 percent among White people
and 34 percent among Black people.
Table 1 also includes descriptive statistics for adult children’s educational attainment and income when they reach adulthood. Table
1 demonstrates that among adult children, White adult children are
more likely to have a college degree (24 percent versus 12 percent, respectively) and an advanced degree (15 percent versus 7 percent, respectively) than Black adult children. Finally, with regard to income
by the time our sample reached adulthood, White adult children had
a considerably higher average family income relative to Black adult
children ($99,200 versus $50,400, respectively).
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics by Race

Racial Differences in Parental Financial Assistance
Figure 1 summarizes the percentages of individuals who received parental financial assistance during adulthood by race and
the purpose of that assistance. Unsurprisingly, given their a priori
socioeconomic position, for all three types of parental assistance—
schooling, homeownership, and all other things—White people
are more likely to receive financial assistance than Black people.
About 33 percent of our White sample reported receiving parental
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assistance for college, compared to only 14 percent of the Black
sample (p<0.05). Smaller percentages reported parental assistance
for home purchases than college for both races, yet the chance for a
White adult to receive assistance with a home purchase is more than
6 times that of a Black adult (13 percent versus 2 percent, p<0.05). In
comparison with the other two types of financial assistance, parental assistance for “all other reasons” displays a smaller racial gap:
one-in-four White adult children and about one-in-five Black adult
children report receiving this form of parental assistance (p<0.1).
Figure 1. Parental Financial Assistance by Race
40%
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Education

Homeownership
White

Other reasons

Black

Figure 1 uses data from the PSID. Racial difference is statistically significant at the
0.05 level for financial assistance to college and a home purchase and at the 0.1
level for “all other reasons.”

Figure 2 presents mean parental income and net worth by race
and parental financial assistance for college. As expected, mean parental income and net worth are much higher among those who
received parental assistance for both races. Among those who received parental assistance for college, White adult children have
parents with much higher mean incomes and net worths than Black
adult children. What is less anticipated and perhaps shocking is the
differences in the levels of economic resources between White and
Black parents, particularly for those offering assistance. In fact, not
only are the mean parental income and net worth among Black parents who offer financial assistance for college (about $48,000 and
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$78,000) much lower than that of their White counterparts, they are
even lower than that of White parents who do not offer financial assistance for college to their offspring (about $70,000 and $145,000).
This is certainly inconsistent with presumptions that Black families
value education less than White families. Any differences in family
transfers for higher education by race seem to be completely captured by the substantially higher financial capacity of White parents to give a priori.
Figure 2. Economic Resources by Race and Parental Assistance
to College

Figure 2 uses data from the PSID. Analyses of median income and net worth
show the same patterns as those reported in this figure.

Analyses of the relationships between parental economic resources and parental assistance show similar patterns for home
purchase assistance and assistance for “all other reasons.” One exception is parental income and net worth among Black people with
parental assistance for a home purchase in comparison to White
people without such assistance: mean parental income and net
worth among the former is slightly higher than the latter (about
$80,000 and $189,000 versus $75,000 and $167,000, respectively).
Mean parental income and net worth is $101,000 and $285,000
among White people who received financial assistance for a home
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purchase. The comparable statistics for Black adult children without parental assistance is the lowest among the four groups ($39,000
and $36,000, respectively). The relationship between parents’ economic resources and assistance for “all other reasons” shows the
same patterns as parental assistance for education. Mean parental
income and net worth are higher among White people without assistance than Black people with assistance ($76,000 and $170,000
versus $48,000 and $44,000, respectively). Mean income and net
worth are highest among White people with parental assistance
($86,000 and $217,000) and lowest among Black people without parental assistance ($37,000 and $39,000). These findings suggest that
Black parents’ likelihood of providing financial assistance to their
children is not smaller than White parents if we account for their
economic resources.
To more systematically determine the factors that explain the
differences described above, Table 2 reports the decomposition
Table 2. Decomposition Results Explained by Various Characteristics Across Groups: Parental Financial Assistance (N = 1,381)
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results for whether a parent offers financial assistance to their children based on the three types of assistance described above: for
college, for a home purchase, and for “all other reasons.”
Assistance for College
As shown in the first column in Table 2, Black-White differences
in parental economic resources explain more than half (51 percent)
of the Black-White gap in whether parental financial assistance is offered for college. Of that 51 percent difference, 38 percent is attributable to parental income and 13 percent is attributable to parents’
net worth. Similarly, differences in parental educational attainment
explain a substantial and significant portion of the Black-White gap
in parental assistance for college (31 percent). Overall, our decomposition model suggests that the substantially higher levels of White
parental income, wealth, and educational status explain over 80 percent of the Black-White difference in likelihood that their child will
receive parental support in the pursuit of higher education.
In contrast, parental and adult children’s demographic characteristics, and number of siblings, do not explain racial differences
in parental assistance for college in substantial ways. The bottom
row in Table 2 clearly shows that compositional differences explain
almost all the racial gap in parental assistance for college. If Black
and White parents shared the same characteristics, adult children’s
chance of receiving financial assistance for college from their parents would be almost equivalent. That is, the racial disparity would
decline from 19 percentage-points to less than 1 percentage-point
(since 96 percent of the racial gap is explained by compositional
differences).
Assistance for Home Purchase
Table 2 also shows decomposition results of the racial disparity in parental assistance for a home purchase. As in the case of
parental assistance for college, the majority of the racial disparity
in parental assistance for a home purchase is explained by BlackWhite differences in parental education and economic resources.
Parents’ economic resources account for 58 percent of the disparity
and parents’ education explains 20 percent, which—as in the case
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for financial assistance for education—combines to explain almost
80 percent of the disparity. However, total compositional differences explain about 70 percent of the racial disparity in parental
assistance for a home purchase, lower than the overall percent explained for college assistance.
Assistance for “All Other Reasons”
One’s chance of receiving parental financial assistance for “all
other reasons”—that is, assistance that is not for a college education or a home purchase—are somewhat different. It is important
to note that the heterogeneous nature of the catch-all category “all
other reasons” makes interpretation and extrapolation more difficult than parental assistance for education or a home purchase, especially as it relates to explaining the racial wealth gap. The range
of purposes for this support could extend from rent, to bills, to a
car, to a vacation, or any variety of consumption-based purchases.
It could be offered for a long-term investment, such as a new business. Nonetheless, the proportion of the racial difference explained
by parental economic resources (37 percent) is (1) smaller than for
assistance for college and a home purchase, and (2) not statistically significant. However, differences in parental educational attainment explain a large portion of the racial disparity in assistance for
“all other reasons” (43 percent). Together, Black-White differences
in parental economic resources and education explain 80 percent
of the racial gap in receiving parental assistance for “all other reasons,” similar to results for college and a home purchase. Further,
compositional differences in adult children’s number of siblings
explain 42 percent of the racial gap in receiving parental assistance
for “all other reasons”—a finding that is statistically significant and
that indicates a substantially larger portion of the Black-White gap
explained by number of siblings in both decompositions of assistance for college and a home purchase. It is also noteworthy that
120 percent of the Black-White disparity in this type of parental
assistance is explained by overall compositional differences, suggesting that Black adult children would be 20 percent more likely to
obtain parental assistance for “all other reasons” than White adult
children if they hypothetically had the same characteristics.2
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Racial Wealth Disparity and Parental Financial Assistance
Consistent with existing empirical evidence (Taylor et al., 2011),
descriptive analyses show large wealth disparities between races.
For our sample of PSID children who reach adulthood, White adult
children are estimated to have family net worth of about three times
that of Black adult children when measured at the mean (about
$130,000 versus $40,000) and nine times when assessed at the median ($37,000 versus $4,000).
Table 3. Decomposition Results Explained by Various Characteristics Across Groups: Black-White Disparity in Net Worth
(N=1,381)
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Table 3 presents decomposition results for children’s adulthood
net worth. The first column (the “Basic Model”) shows the large
role of parental economic resources in explaining the racial disparity in net worth, demonstrating that 75 percent of the Black-White
disparity is explained by the substantially higher parental economic resources (income and net worth) that White parents had relative
to Black parents in 1984. It is noteworthy that none of the other
variables included in the analysis (parents’ education, parents’ and
children’s demographics, and the number of siblings) come close to
rivaling parental economic resources in explaining the racial wealth
gap among adult children.
The second column—Table 3, Model 2—presents results from
the “Parental Assistance Model.” This model adds the three dichotomous variables indicating if adult children received one of
the three categories of parental assistance. As in the “Basic Model,”
parental economic resources explain a substantial portion of the
Black-White wealth gap, but that proportion is slightly smaller than
in the “Basic Model” (75 percent versus 69 percent). This difference
is—at least, in part—tied to the addition of the three parental assistance variables to the model. Collectively, the receipt of financial
assistance from parents as an adult explains roughly 10 percent of
the Black-White wealth gap.
When examining receipt of parental financial assistance in its
three components, we observe that parental assistance for college
contributes to racial wealth disparity more than the other two types
of assistance. The receipt of parental financial assistance for higher
education explains about 12 percent (p < .05) of the racial wealth
gap. Parental assistance for a home purchase explains about 5 percent of the racial wealth disparity and is not statistically significant
at the 0.1 level, when included with parental assistance for education and “all other reasons.” Results for parental assistance for “all
other reasons” are different from those of the other two types of assistance. Parental assistance for “all other reasons” has a significantly negative coefficient at the 0.1 level. This result suggests that the
Black-White gap in net worth would increase by 7 percent if Black
people’s likelihood of receiving parental assistance for “all other
reasons” was the same as their White counterparts. Because of offsetting associations, almost 10 percent of the disparity is explained
by all three types of assistance together, though this is just over the
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threshold for significance at the 0.1 level (p = 0.11). As shown in the
bottom row of Table 3, after adding the parental financial assistance
variables, the portion of the racial wealth disparity explained by
the total compositional differences of all variables increases from
63 percent to 67 percent.
Finally—in Model 3, Table 3—we display results for the decomposition of adult children’s net worth that adds controls for their
educational attainment and permanent income to the “Parental
Assistance Model.” We find that the addition of adult children’s
education and income to the model reduces the portion of the
Black-White disparity in net worth explained by parents’ economic resources, from 69 percent to 52 percent, and that children’s income explains 31 percent of the disparity (p < 0.01). Yet, the proportion of the disparity explained by parental assistance is essentially
unchanged—accounting for a similar proportion of the disparity
across Models 2 and 3. And, while parents’ economic resources account for a smaller portion of the disparity when controlling for
both children’s education and income, parents’ economic resources
still account for over half of the racial wealth gap for adult children.
This highlights that even with investments in so-called “human
capital,” and any potential returns to those investments in the form
of higher incomes, parental assistance and economic resources still
play a central factor in determining racial wealth disparity.3

Conclusion
This study examines the role of parental financial assistance
in explaining substantial and persistent Black-White wealth disparity—expanding our knowledge by taking advantage of new
information collected in the PSID. That is, information that captures three kinds of intergenerational resource transfers: support
for college, support for a home purchase, and support for “all other reasons.” This study improves upon existing studies that focus
on inheritance and inter-vivo transfers by examining associations
between specific types of parental financial assistance and racial
wealth disparity.
The analyses included in this study reveal large racial disparities in all three types of parental financial assistance. Specifically,
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the percentage of Black people receiving parental assistance is significantly lower than that of White people—for assistance for college, a home purchase, and “all other reasons.” The analyses in this
study also demonstrate that large racial disparities are mainly due
to Black parents’ lower socioeconomic resources, relative to those
of White parents. Descriptive statistics indicate that mean parental
income and net worth are lower among Black people receiving parental assistance for education than among White people without
such parental assistance, suggesting Black parents’ willingness to
invest in their children’s education despite their meager economic
resources. Decomposition analyses also indicate that racial differences in parental socioeconomic resources (income, wealth, and
education) explain about 80 percent of Black-White disparities in
parental assistance for college, a home purchase, and “all other reasons.” Relatively small portions of these racial disparities remain
unexplained. These findings are contrary to the cultural argument
that Black families have a lower tendency to invest in long-term development, such as their children’s education and homeownership
(Charles et al., 2009). Our findings, rather, show that Black people’s
lower likelihood of receiving parental financial assistance reflects
Black parents’ low levels of socioeconomic resources, which is consistent with stratification theory (Shapiro, 2004; Spilerman, 2000).
Analyses of racial wealth disparity clearly show the role of parental financial assistance for college in maintaining racial wealth
disparity across generations. It explains a substantial portion of
Black-White wealth disparity. Our full model in Table 3 explains
72 percent of the racial wealth gap, leaving 28 percent of the racial
wealth gap unexplained by compositional differences. Over half of
the racial wealth gap, 52 percent, is explained by parental resources—their net worth and permanent income when the adult child
was a youth. Still, about 11 percent of the racial wealth gap is explained by parental assistance for education, which is more than
all other factors aside from parental economic resources combined.
Clearly, there are strong intergenerational links associated with the
racial wealth gap.
Findings on parental assistance for “all other reasons” are somewhat unexpected: the Black-White wealth disparity would increase
substantially if Black adult children received parental financial assistance at the same rate as White adult children. It is not plausible
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that parental assistance itself depletes children’s wealth. Accordingly, this finding may suggest that Black adult children are more
likely than White adult children to encounter financial emergencies
(e.g., losing a job or serious illness) that call for financial assistance
from parents, which at the same time drains their savings and other
types of assets. This presumption is consistent with empirical evidence in previous studies. Black people are the first to be laid off
during economic recessions (Couch & Fairlie, 2010), are less likely
to have health insurance (Brown et al., 2000), and are more likely
to be incarcerated (Pew Research Center, 2013) than White people,
suggesting their higher risk of experiencing financial emergencies.
At the same time, existing evidence shows that financial assistance
is often offered to family members with greater needs (e.g., disabled family members) or at life-changing events (e.g., divorce and
a job loss) (McGarry, 2016). Further investigation is called for to
expand our knowledge on the relationship between parental assistance for “all other reasons” and racial wealth disparity.
This study is not free of limitations. First, this study is unable to
conduct in-depth analyses of parental assistance for “emergencies”
because of data limitations. Although this study employs more specific measures than existing studies (Avery & Rendall, 2002; McKernan et al., 2014), it is unable to separate parental assistance offered
to help children go through difficult times (e.g., a job loss) from
assistance for non-emergency purposes (e.g., business start-ups,
vacations, or gifts). Second, these data limitations preclude examination of the amount and timing of parental assistance. The impact
of parental assistance on children’s long-term economic outcomes
would differ by timing and the amount of that assistance. For example, the positive impacts of parental assistance for college would
be greater if it was offered shortly after high school graduation
rather than given at later life-stages. Moreover, the likelihood of
asset accumulation would be dramatically different between young
adults whose college education is fully covered by parental financial assistance and those whose education is only partially covered
by parents. Third, this study is unable to investigate the impacts of
parental financial assistance on racial wealth disparity at old age
because it relied on the adulthood observations collected at age 35
to 46. Further research is warranted for long-term impacts of parental assistance at older ages.
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Future Implications
Our findings have implications for future research and policy
development. First, this study clearly demonstrates that parental financial assistance for different purposes has different implications,
by purpose, for asset accumulation. Existing measures that do not
differentiate the types of assistance may fail to appreciate the role
of parental assistance in intergenerational transmission of socioeconomic status and persistent racial disparities. This study’s findings
also call for more detailed data collection of parental financial assistance for “emergencies.”
Second, the findings of this study show that it is imperative to
reduce racial disparities in parental resource endowment and in
the receipt of socioeconomic resources, especially for college education, to interrupt the intergenerational reproduction of the BlackWhite wealth gap. Additionally, it is imperative to enhance public
financing for education, such as tuition and debt-free public college
education finance, so as to wholly remove the burden and stigma
of individual finance for education and the point of delivery of that
education. Accordingly, policies should focus on equalizing social
and economic resources across racial lines, not on changing the values, behaviors, or cultures of Black people. Reparations may be a
policy solution to reduce racial disparities in parental resources by
compensating the descendants of enslaved Black Americans while
redressing racial injustice in the past (Allen, 1998; Browne, 1971;
Darity & Frank, 2003; Darity & Mullen, 2020; Hamilton, 2020; Hamilton & Zewde, 2020).5 Additionally, free college education is a policy alternative that will offer equal opportunity for higher education
for all children across parents’ socioeconomic status.6
Other examples of potential policy interventions that flow
from our findings include substantial and progressively-seeded
child trust accounts (i.e., a “baby bond” that provides children
with endowments to offset disparities in the familial wealth position in which they are born and that can be used when the child
reaches adulthood for asset and development purposes, including college). In 2021, Representative Ayana Pressley (D-MA) and
Senator Cory Booker (D-NJ) reintroduced a federal “baby bonds”
bill that would seed $1,000 in savings accounts at birth and supplement those accounts with up to $2,000 annually, depending on a
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household’s wealth position (Ain & Markoff, 2021; Cineas, 2021).7
Home ownership grants for individuals from low-resourced families also fit within the realm of public finance to rectify variation
in family endowments in which children are born (Hamilton et al.,
2020; Sherraden, 2007).

Endnotes
1. In addition to the main analyses described above, we run a series
of supplemental analyses to check the robustness of our findings.
For the analyses of parental financial assistance, we employ Fairlie’s decompositions developed for dichotomous dependent variables (Fairlie, 2005) instead of the Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions
reported in this paper. For analyses of net worth, we run three supplemental analyses. First, we use Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions
of the logarithm of net worth, a commonly used transformation of
net worth to address its skewed distribution. We recode non-positive values to “1” before log-transformation, which translates to 0,
in order to not lose a sizeable portion of the sample from analyses.
Second, we run Blinder-Oaxaca decompositions of an IHS transformation of a net worth measure that excludes home equity, in recognition that home value and equity is often overestimated in survey
data (Ratcliffe et al., 2008), and to identify a more liquid indicator of
economic well-being. Critically, and highlighting the validity of the
findings in our main analysis, the results of these three supplemental analyses are not substantively different from those reported in
this paper. In cases where our main results are substantively different from the robustness checks described above, we report specific
discrepancies between our main and supplemental analyses in the
“Analysis Results” section. [The full results from the supplemental
analyses are available from the authors upon request.]
2. We run supplemental analyses of the three dichotomous variables
of parental financial assistance using Fairlie’s method for decomposition (Fairlie, 2005). The application of Fairlie’s decomposition
produces substantively identical results to those reported in this
paper, with one exception. While the proportion explained by parents’ net worth is significantly different from zero in the analysis of
parental assistance for college in the main model at the 0.1 level, it
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is not significant when Fairlie’s decomposition is employed. Yet, it
is important to note that the percentage of the disparity explained
in the supplemental analysis (11 percent, p = 0.132) is only slightly
smaller than in the main model.
3. As mentioned in the “Methods” section, we run a series of supplemental analyses to check the robustness of our findings. These
supplemental analyses generate substantively identical results to
the main analysis. Exceptions include slightly different results pertaining to parental financial assistance. In our decomposition using
an IHS-transformed dependent variable of net worth without home
equity, the proportion explained by parental assistance for a home
purchase is close to zero, which leads to a reduced proportion explained by all three types of assistance combined (from roughly 10
percent to 2 percent in the “Parental Assistance Model”). We also
find that the combined effect explained by all three types of parental assistance does not exceed 5 percent in any of the supplemental
models that use a dependent variable of net worth without home
equity—including the model that controls for adult children’s education and income. These results are expected because parental
assistance for a home purchase likely influences racial wealth disparity through its impact on housing wealth. Finally, in the model
that includes controls for adult children’s income and education,
we find that both parental assistance for a home purchase and the
combined effect of all three types of parental assistance are not significant, whereas in the main analysis both had been significant at
the 0.1 level.
4. In the “Parental Assistance Model” using a dependent variable
of log net worth, parental assistance for a home purchase and the
combined measure of parental assistance are significant at the 0.1
level (in the main analysis, both were not significant). However, the
proportions explained by these variables are similar to those in the
main analysis. When adding adult children’s income and education to the model, we find substantively similar results, though we
do find a decrease in the percent of the difference accounted for by
parental assistance for education (from 11 percent in the main analysis to 7 percent in the supplemental analysis using a dependent
variable of log net worth).
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5. There is long-standing and historical recognition of the need for
economic redress for Black Americans. W.E.B. Du Bois, in Black Reconstruction in America and The Souls of Black Folk, pointed to the
need for, and absence of, reparative justice for freed people in the
wake of the U.S. Civil War (Balfour, 2011; Du Bois, 2015; Du Bois,
2017). More recently, in 1987, N’COBRA—the National Coalition of
Blacks for Reparations in America—began to build grassroots support for a reparations program (N’COBRA, 2021). Subsequently, in
1989, the late-Representative John Conyers (D-MI) introduced a bill
that proposed the formation of a commission to study reparations
and make related recommendations to Congress, the last version of
which was introduced in 2021 as H.R. 40 (Commission to Study and
Develop Reparation Proposals for African-Americans Act, 2021). In
2014, Ta-Nehisi Coates thrust the moral imperative for a reparations program into popular discourse in his piece for the Atlantic,
“the Case for Reparations” (Coates, 2014).
6. In April of 2021, Senator Sanders (I-VT) and U.S. Representative Jayapal (D-WA) reintroduced the College for All Act, which—
among other provisions—would guarantee a tuition free college
education for students from families with an annual income less
than $125,000 (College for All Act of 2021).
7. This bill reflects the design of previously introduced federal legislation—that placed an emphasis on providing endowments, not
affecting savings behavior—such as the 2018 version of the American Opportunity Accounts Act, which was introduced by Senator
Booker (D-NJ) (American Opportunity Accounts Act, 2018).
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In this article, we argue that we have much to learn from the adolescent
developmental experiences of social justice activists on the frontlines. Our
team of authors includes the four youth social leaders at the center of the
empirical work emerging from our qualitative research. We ground the
Freirean concept of conscientização, roughly interpreted in English as
critical consciousness building, in the lived experiences of these four youth
social leaders in Colombia who have fought tirelessly for justice in their
communities. The social justice stories of these young activists emerge
from semi-structured interviews including visual methods designed by
our research team to identify key moments in these youth pathways of
conscientização for social change. We conclude by urging the state, key
organizational and individual actors of social movements and the academy
to pay closer attention to the lives and lessons that youth social leaders can
teach us about social change.
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Introduction:
Growing Up an Activist
“… Without a degree, I believe that … there should be a university that comes and validates this knowledge … that recognizes us
with degrees in social leadership … I decided I am not going to
study …”
—Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018

This article is written in honor of those individuals dreaming
and fighting forward for future generations in their communities—
who place their lives on the line for a broader cause.
In Colombia, the lives of hundreds of social leaders are at risk.
According to the Institute for the Study of Development and Peace
(Indepaz), 1088 social leaders have been assassinated in Colombia
since the conclusion of the peace accords process in 2016 (Indepaz,
2021).1 Since July of 2020 to date, 232 signatories of the peace accords have been assassinated, deaths that have occurred within the
context of political warfare (Ortiz, & Ríos, 2020; Indepaz, 2021).2 It
goes without saying that many assassinations are silenced and not
registered. We present these alarming statistics on the death toll of
political persecution in Colombia to present the reality that young
people are dying every day due to their social and political activism
on the frontlines.
In this project, our collective work aimed to document the life
histories of exceptional youth in Colombia, including young people growing up in extreme adversity who have become nationally
and internationally renowned agents of social change and young
people growing up in extreme adversity who have reached extraordinary academic outcomes in their life trajectories. We sought to
document to context surrounding each young person and to understand what individuals, institutions, programs and community
contexts supported these trajectories.
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We write to honor the lives of young social justice warriors,
such as Claudia, Jhon, Nancy, Yirley and those who are no longer
with us. We also write to advocate for reparations for these young
people who are fighting to change society, starting with their
immediate communities and reaching others, as well, in the glaring
absence of the state. The young people we describe in this paper
rise to defend their communities, in the absence of basic human
rights, and in the jarring presence of the illegally armed groups that
control the bounds of their social movement work and place limits
on their emancipatory potential in raising critical consciousness and
catalyzing change in their communities. Reparations for these young
people, drawing from Kelley’s (2002) dreams for communities rampaged by slavery and other violent structures of oppression,could
take so many forms, but here we focus on the role that science in
general, and university communities in particular, can play in supporting these young people through the formal recognition of their
community-based knowledge, as articulated by Jhon in the introductory excerpt launching our collective thoughts in this paper.
We present these trajectories of youth activism after years of witnessing, as university-connected researchers and professors, and as
activists (some of us identifying with one or both positionalities),
how social leaders on the frontlines play a central role in preparing
the next generations of social justice advocates. We have witnessed
the arduous labor of social leaders as they contribute to the academic formation of our students enrolled in formal degree programs
during internship, thesis work and knowledge production endeavors. We present this argument within the frame of reparations mentioned above, as we are way overdue in the formal recognition of
this labor and the radically productive knowledge building that
happens from within social movements. Shall we continue to take
from these social leaders, in terms of the rich knowledge they contribute to our pedagogical journeys, without returning the flow of
knowledge and gains from the endeavors of science?
Collective authorship in this piece is only one entry point in the
broader project of reparations that we hope to engage in the quest for
public science. As part of this quest for a science that reaches beyond
the academic industrial complex and toward a truly public ethos, we
denounce that in the current context of conflict in Colombia, social
leaders, including two of the co-authors of this paper, continue to
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receive death threats and have been displaced from their community
in recent waves of heightened paramilitary violence.
By framing our argument within our movement toward public
science, we invoke the traditions of radical Latin American thought
through the teachings of Paulo Freire, Orlando Fals Borda and other
scholars deeply embedded in social movement work. Through the
stories of young people on the frontlines in Colombia, we illustrate
how critical consciousness building is a crucial component of public science work. We understand the work of public science as the
struggle to open up the academy for all, not just for the privileged
few, and to situate knowledge production in the streets and in the
legacies of community struggle. Our definition of public science is
inspired by the teachings of Colombian sociologist Orlando Fals Borda (2001) who describes the importance of learning not only from
the great minds of our times within the bounds of the academy, but
also, and most importantly, from those who have learned how to
survive in this fierce world of injustices and inequality, such as learning from the woman who walks miles each day to fetch water for
her home (Fals Borda, 2001). Public science, therefore, requires for us
to shift our modes of (re)producing knowledge from the confines of
our ivory towers to the heart of the very communities that have been
historically excluded from these towers. Public science is science for
all, learning and education for all, and research for justice that transforms our contexts as we currently understand and experience them.
“For” is the key term here, replacing the production of knowledge
“about” social struggle with actions that lead to justice for the communities that offer knowledge to the academic community.

Research Context
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
Women and Forced Displacement in El Salado
El Salado is a small municipality in “El Carmen de Bolívar”
within the Montes de María region, which is located in a strategic
zone geopolitically making the town an epicenter of armed conflict
and violent dispute over the territory. Historically, El Salado was a
prosperous farming and agricultural town, with one of the country’s
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oldest tobacco companies and often referred to as the Caribbean capital of the tobacco industry (National Center for Historical Memory,
2009, p. 35).3 This industry enabled the growth of a rich agricultural
economy, development of the land and livestock and strengthening
of community ties and the consolidation of the first board of community action (National Center for Historical Memory, 2009). As illegally armed groups began to occupy these territories, including warfare between leftist guerrilla groups and right-wing paramilitary, El
Salado often found itself at the center of these disputes, resulting in
two deadly massacres, one in 1997 and the second in 2000 including
multiple waves of forced displacement.
Nancy and Yirley grew up in El Salado following the example
of multiple generations of activists who fought for justice before
their eyes, demonstrating deep love for their land and community.
The interview excerpts of Nancy and Yirley included in the results
section of this paper illustrate this deep love and commitment to
social justice, which, according to Freire (1970), is a crucial pedagogical element that shapes the pathways of critical consciousness
building of these emerging community activists.
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
LGBTQ communities in La Comuna 8, Medellín
La Comuna 8 is a multidimensionally impoverished neighborhood in the highest sectors of Medellin’s mountainous landscape
and is one of the neighborhoods in the extreme urban margins that
has been deeply affected by the presence of paramilitary groups
and other illegally armed actors (CNMH, 2015). La Comuna 8 has
also been a receptor site historically where internally displaced persons have resettled (CNMH, 2015).
In this context of adversity, the grassroots organization Casa
Diversa is founded by a collective of young people who were targeted by armed actors for their sexual orientation or gender identity. This organization emerges in an effort to create a brave space of
refuge for LGBTQ youth living in la Comuna 8. All members of the
collective were subjected to violence due to their sexual orientation
or gender identity. The multiple forms of violence they experienced
included sexual violence, forced displacement from la Comuna 8,
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death threats, individual and collective intimidation and outlawing of the freedom of gender identity expression. Casa Diversa is
now recognized worldwide as the first group in Colombia to receive LGBTQ Collective Reparation status as victims of the armed
conflict (Morales, 2019).
Armed Conflict-Related Violence Against
Afro-Colombian River Communities in el Río Cajambre
The closest village of the Cajambre river community on the Pacific coast of Colombia is approximately four hours by boat from
Buenaventura, the principal port city of the Pacific Coast and an
epicenter of conflict-related and drug-trafficking-related violence.
Buenaventura has a significant concentration of internally displaced persons (IDPs) due to the armed conflict in both rural and
urban zones of this region. Recent data positions Buenaventura as
the municipality most affected by the armed conflict in the region
in relation to population density with a total of 197,352 victims of
the armed conflict (Unidad para las Víctimas, 2017). There are no
commercial or formal transportation lines between Buenaventura
and the Cajambre river community, which is home to 17 Afro-Colombian and indigenous rural communities. The Cajambre river
communities are politically and administratively part of Buenaventura but live in extreme geographic isolation and in high levels of
multidimensional poverty and exclusion from formal educational
institutions, public services and other resources of the state. The
government has largely failed to reach these communities historically and the racialized dimensions of this absence of the state are
evident and deeply rooted in institutional racism.
The Cajambre River community represents a strategic zone
geopolitically for multiple stakeholders desiring to occupy this territory for the mining industry, for the river itself as a site of struggle between illegally armed groups controlling trafficking routes,
the expropriation of Afro-Colombian and indigenous ancestral
lands and other territorial struggles. In terms of the absence of the
state, across the 17 communities there are no hospitals, few schools,
and no public services including electricity, sanitation and potable water. The river communities historically have been subjected
to harrowing forms of violence and massacres, in the Naya and
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Yurumangi communities in particular. Many of these communities
are still waiting for individual and collective reparations from the
state as victims of the armed conflict.

Literature Review:
Against Linear Formations of Growing Up
Conscientização as the Fuerza of Youth Catalysts of Social Change
In this paper, we present the trajectories of activism of four
young people who have catalyzed change in their communities. We
consider this a form of social justice activism, but do not want to limit
our argument to the social category of “activist.” In the Colombian
context, catalysts of social change are often referred to as activists, as
social leaders (“líderes sociales”) or as human rights defenders (“defensores de derechos humanos”). We are weary of employing these social
categories without contextualizing their historical specificity and potential stigmas and prejudices surrounding these terms. We are also
hesitant to characterize young peoples’ trajectories in terms of acts of
“leadership” as we are more interested in understanding the daily
fight of young people, outside of institutionalized, linear formations
of youth development, and located precisely on the frontlines of social justice battles in marginalized communities.
Beyond traditionalist notions of academic achievement as the
principal trajectory countering intergenerational cycles of poverty
in marginalized communities, we underscore the importance of
other forms of growing up guerreándola, beyond activism, beyond
the academy and beyond capitalistic notions of “child and youth
development” that commodify spaces of support for children and
young people (e.g., the neoliberal academic enterprise). By growing up guerreándola, we refer to the experiences of children and adolescents who, in spite of the extreme situations of adversity surrounding their process of growing up, have thrived in the context
of social justice activism for their communities. The term guerreándola also represents a play on words in the sense that this verb in
Spanish invokes the history of war (guerra) in the country and also
invokes the strength and perseverance that propels these young
people forward in their pathways of social justice activism.
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Our conceptual point of entry for presenting these stories of
adolescent and youth bravery is through the Freirean concept of
conscientização, which underscores the role of critical consciousness
building in the lives of historically marginalized communities, or
“the oppressed,” seeking to transform the social ecology of their
communities. As Freire states,
One of the gravest obstacles to the achievement of liberation is
that oppressive reality absorbs those within it and thereby acts to
submerge human beings’ consciousness ... To no longer be prey
to its force, one must emerge from it and turn upon it. This can be
done only by means of the praxis: reflection and action upon the
world in order to transform it … No pedagogy which is truly liberating can remain distant from the oppressed ... The oppressed
must be their own example in the struggle for their redemption.
(Freire, 1970, p. 51–53, emphasis added)

Freire continues with a description of the two phases of his oft-cited
pedagogy of the oppressed. He states,
In the first, the oppressed unveil the world of oppression and
through the praxis commit themselves to its transformation. In
the second stage, in which the reality of oppression has already
been transformed, this pedagogy ceases to belong to the oppressed and becomes a pedagogy of all people in the process of
permanent liberation. In both stages, it is always through action
in depth that the culture of domination is culturally confronted.
(Freire, 1970, p. 54)

In this paper, we conceptualize youth trajectories of community-based, social justice and political activism as part of this two-stage
process that Freire details in his seminal work on processes of social
transformation in the uprising of historically marginalized communities. We tell these stories as a means of exemplifying this two-stage
process in the context of Colombian social movements and as a means
of illustrating the precarity of the individual and collective existence
of social leaders who encounter the risk of assassination in their daily
lives of activism and justice-seeking.
Scholars across disciplines have explored the concept of youth
engagement in social change through a range of conceptual frameworks, including civic engagement (Finlay et al., 2010; Seider et al.,
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2020; Zeldin et al., 2017), conceptualizations of youth empowerment (Pincock, 2017; Stanton-Salazar, 2011) and youth-driven social movement work, framed in some disciplines as youth-driven
participatory action research (YPAR) processes (Cahill et al., 2010;
Ozer & Douglas, 2015; Skelton, 1998, 2010). In terms of specific engagement with Freirean conceptualizations of transformative actions in society, scholars have engaged Freire’s notions of praxis,
social transformation, horizontal violence, schools as sites of liberation, dialogue as central to processes of conscientização, and definitions of critical consciousness building have been employed to
validate scales that measure these phenomena in diverse groups of
young people (Diemer et al., 2017; Hernández et al., 2012; Johansen & Le, 2014; Kirk et al., 2017; McNamara & Davis, 2011; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2005; Waldron, 2011).
Furthermore, in this article, we invoke Freire’s provocation on
the act of love as central to struggles for freedom and justice.
Because love is an act of courage, not of fear, love is commitment to
others. No matter where the oppressed are found, the act of love, is
commitment to their cause—the cause of liberation. And this commitment, because it is loving, is dialogical. As an act of bravery, love
cannot be sentimental; as an act of freedom, it must not serve as a
pretext for manipulation. It must generate other acts of freedom;
otherwise, it is not love. Only by abolishing the situation of oppression is it possible to restore the love which that situation made impossible. If I do not love the world—if I do not love life—if I do not
love people—I cannot enter into dialogue. (Freire, 1970, p. 90)

As one of the authors of this article has described in terms of
what violence and oppression have caused in his life, “...the war
has kept us from loving ourselves” (Jhon Restrepo, 2018). What we
observe in the lived experiences of youth social leaders in Colombia
is the centrality of love for their people in the center of their collective work and justice-seeking. These four young people do not fight
to gain power or financial benefit, rather, they fight to (re)weave
love and solidarity within the social fabric of their communities.
In this paper, we engage with the concept of conscientização in
terms of how young people act upon their encounters with injustice
in the world. It is in this moment, according to Freire, that we awaken in our critical consciousness about injustice and violence affecting
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our lives and those of our broader community. Freire describes conscientização as occurring in the rupture of structures of domination
as individual and collective awakening of critical consciousness
moves historically marginalized and oppressed communities
toward liberation through concrete acts of justice-seeking (Freire
1970, 1974).

Methodology
The qualitative data collection process was conducted in six
study sites with exceptional Colombian youth, defined according
to either educational or community social justice achievements
in the midst of extreme adversity. Youth participants were identified through review of national databases on educational outcomes and through relationships developed in previous social
justice-oriented research. Potential participants were then contacted by the university-based research team. Upon completion of
the data collection phase, participants received compensation for
their contributions to the process of collective inquiry. The overarching qualitative component of the project yielded a total of 19
semi-structured interviews, including a mapping component and
a photovoice component. Fieldwork was structured around the
everyday lives of six young people in diverse regions of Colombia. The fieldwork resulting in the total of 19 semi-structured interviews, included interviews with each young person (N=6) and
three to four individuals from each young person’s support network including family members, community leaders, teachers,
and peers (N=13). In terms of inclusion criteria for the six cases of
exceptional youth, the research team aimed to include a diversity
of racial and ethnic background, urban and rural regional diversity, gender, sexual orientation and conflict-affected environments.
The qualitative research design aimed to understand the adolescent formations of conscientização in the lives of young people who
have already demonstrated significant social justice achievements
in their communities. Therefore, the inclusion criterion for community leadership achievements included assessment of youth social leaders’ trajectories of social justice work. The conscientização
mapping methodology, as described below,was designed specifically
to engage participants’ social memory about what supported the
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awakening of conscientização as experienced their adolescent years
of the lifecourse.
For this paper on critical consciousness building, we draw
from the life histories of four young people who were selected for
participation based on their extraordinary trajectories of activism
and community leadership. This subgroup included four out of
the six principal participants of the overarching qualitative component of this study. These four cases were documented in three
study sites including la Comuna 8 of Medellín, Antioquia, in the
Afro-Colombian river community of Cajambre in Buenaventura,
Valle del Cauca, and in the rural community of El Salado in El Carmen de Bolívar, Bolívar. These communities have suffered from
various degrees of conflict-related violence and all four youth leaders cited in this paper are victims of the armed conflict.
Qualitative Research Instrument: Conscientização Mapping
The semi-structured interview was initiated with each youth
participant through a conscientização mapping process in which
participants drew a visual representation of their life trajectories
and relationship with their urban or rural territories, with a specific focus on the factors leading to the awakening of conscientização
during adolescence. The conscientização mapping process is a methodological innovation inspired by our research team’s curiosity
and desire to learn from the spatialities and temporalities of young
people’s life histories. We created this mapping process as a means
of guiding our collective inquiry process by honing in on questions
of space and time in the life history interview process. Upon completion of the conscientização maps, participants would explain each
crucial phase of conscientização awakening and the dreams, individuals, opportunities, challenges and crucial support mechanisms
that were definitive in shaping their development during adolescence and in shaping their positive pathways toward social change
in their communities. The remainder of the interview was guided
by the conscientização map content and additional questions on institutional, familial, community support mechanisms at different
phases of childhood and adolescence.
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Upon completion of the semi-structured interview, the data collection process transitioned to a photovoice component in which
participants took us through a journey of their community spaces
and narrated important place-based memories about each location
as they took photographs. The photovoice process was a space for
youth social leaders to present the contexts and histories of violence,
and resilience in their communities through their individual lived
experiences. Our team engaged photovoice as a means of visually
documenting youth social leaders’ relationship with the land and the
urban and rural contexts in which their stories of resistance unfold.
Data Analysis
All interviews were conducted, transcribed and coded in Spanish by the university-connected research team. The complete qualitative data set was coded in NVIVO11 using a codebook containing
the different scales of critical consciousness building at the individual, community and institutional dimensions of conscientização
as presented in the following results section. Three formal coding
cycles were conducted by university-based researchers using both
exploratory and axial coding techniques which permitted the identification of commonalities and differences in the processes of critical consciousness building (Saldaña 2009). Additionally, and most
importantly, the interpretation of maps, photos and life history
data leading to key findings emerged outside of the formal coding
process and within shared spaces of dialogue over the last three
years in which we worked to build and strengthen the relationship
between the university- and community-based team. While this relationship is inevitably influenced by the differences that often create distance between the academy and community-based activists,
we have worked hard to keep our relationships for social justice
at the center of all phases of the project, from data collection, to
analysis to dissemination as we reach toward justice beyond this
academic article (see Ritterbusch, 2019).
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Results: The Individual, Community
and Institutional Dimensions of Conscientização
in the Lives of Youth Social Leaders
Growing up Guerreándola in El Salado:
Nancy and Yirley’s Pathways of Conscientização
Being a leader is one of my greatest passions. I would contribute
not only to my community but to many communities … it is what
motivates me every day. I am convinced that it is possible to build
a Colombia with more equity and social justice for future generations. (Nancy, Conscientização Map Transcription, June 2018)

Connection to the Land and Territories of Justice-Seeking
The lives of individuals like Nancy and Yirley growing up in rural zones of Colombia are characterized by their relationship to the
land and the depth of the social relations and connections among
the people. It is precisely this connection to the land and among the
people that strengthens processes of critical consciousness building
and propels youth social leaders such as Nancy and Yirley towards
pathways of social justice activism and social movement work in
their communities. The harrowing context of paramilitary violence
and the massacre in this community further amplifies these political convictions to protect their land and people.
The context for youth growing up in the community of El Salado was permanently marked by the violent massacre in 2000 although this did not alter their connection to and love of the land:
It all ends here [he says to a fellow community leader] … we are
not leaving El Salado, not even if they burn this car down, whatever they do we are not leaving El Salado … do whatever you want,
kill us, but we are not budging from El Salado. (Male Community
Leader, Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

The context of Nancy’s growth as a social leader was catalyzed
after she began to experience loss in her community, loss of teachers, loss of loved ones, loss of neighbors, loss of her beloved land
(see Figure 1):

Growing Up Guerreándola
During my youth stage [of growing up] … the displacement occurred [in 1997] … my teacher from primary school and also a friend
that I loved very much were assassinated … I was overwhelmed
with impotence and pain, in that moment I became a very strong
person. I didn’t know how to forgive or ask for forgiveness … I had
many questions without answers and life did not show me any way
forward. (Nancy, Conscientização Map, June 2018)

Figure 1: Nancy’s Conscientização Map
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Nancy discusses how her participation and insistence in adult
spaces of political participation was crucial to her pathway of social
mobilization and the growth of her critical consciousness and social
justice praxis:
I went to those [community action] meetings … I started to
share my opinion … they also listened … I was listened to because I wouldn’t sit still … I was one of the most active youth,
and they invited me and I went … I was already involved at the
church, I coordinated a youth group … since I showed up to support [community cleaning days] and I made them laugh, and I
inserted myself in the conversations of the bigshots… (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Nancy also discusses how when she and her people were separated from their land, from their pueblo, they started dying in the city
where they landed, as if heartbreak and the painful remnants of the
war was fatal for the community:
A love for the land it’s something … that calls you … our people love being here … love this land … if the people returned
[after the massacre and forced displacement] … they wouldn’t
die … the people were dying and they were young. (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

In describing her pathway of conscientização, Nancy also discusses
the power in collective action:
I also believe in the collective … that one person alone cannot rebuild a territory. That is impossible. You always need others.
I understood … that things get done from within [the movement]
… in processes of leadership … that you are not a superhero … if
you are a leader … and you have to understand others. (Nancy,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Nancy also mentioned particular community leaders that came
before her and inspired her activism through their example:
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It is worth it to fight for this country, not only my community
… it was when … no one was willing to be the legal representative of ASODESBOL [the community organization] … Lucho was
in exile, the others were in prison, the other [community leader]
had been killed, and they said that whoever became President [of
the organization] would be killed. And she … she had the courage to say ‘I am [the President] … when it was impossible, when
the guerrilla were surrounding us … [she said in the face of death
threats] ‘I don’t care. Someone has to stand up, and that someone
is me’ … So incredible!!! (Nancy, Semi-Structured Interview in El
Salado, June 2018)

What distinguishes Nancy from other young people is her impulse
to defend her territory and community. She states:
I have been driven by the desire to reclaim this territory … this is
one of my first impulses … reclaim our land, rebuild El Salado …
we have always dreamed of El Salado as it was before … the people ‘impulse’ me [toward action] … that the people live well, that
they are happy … because you are happy in your land, in reality.
So … the children. I am ‘impulsed’ by the thought that the new
generations can live in a better El Salado, with more opportunities. (Nancy, Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

The word impulse, although a verb that sits awkwardly in this interpretation of Nancy’s words in Spanish, is a word that exudes the
content and political purpose of conscientização—a force that drives
you forward, a pulse driving through your blood that keeps you
going in the midst of the most atrocious forms of violence imaginable in our times.
In addition to Nancy’s story of courage and struggle for justice
in El Salado, she is one of many social justice warriors on the frontlines of justice-seeking in El Salado. Another hermana de lucha of
El Salado, Yirley, experienced harrowing forms of sexual violence
at the hands of the paramilitary illegally armed groups during the
massacre:
I think one of the most terrifying massacres [in Colombia] has been
the El Salado massacre [2000], one of the massacres where there was
torture, sexual violence … they killed many people, many women,
men, there was displacement, we were forced to leave here … that
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day I was subjected to sexual violence, many paramilitary officers
raped me, I was 14 years old … I have always said that at this moment, on the 18th of February of 2000, they ended my life. (Yirley,
Semi-Structured Interview in El Salado, June 2018)
The people would say [judging and shaming]: ‘that girl was raped
…’ … one day I decided to stand in the soccer field [where the massacre occurred] and said: ‘… yes, I was a victim of sexual violence,
and if I am alive, I am alive for a reason, I need this town to talk
about us women, what we want, what we need, because we are
alive, we are women, and we need to be involved in all of the ...
issues here, we need to raise our voices. (Yirley, Semi-Structured
Interview in El Salado, June 2018)

Figure 2: El Salado, Carmen de Bolívar (Bolívar), Colombia, Yirley’s
Organization Against Gender-Based Violence. Photo Credit: Arena
Simbaqueba
Yirley’s conviction to fight for her community, and specifically for the rights of rural women, emerges from her personal experiences of pain and suffering. These experiences, as she notes, do
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not define her, but rather propel her toward the fight for the collective action and liberation of women in rural communities who
have been subjected to sexual violence in the context of the armed
conflict. Yirley is a founding member and executive director of an
organization fighting for women’s rights in El Salado (see Figure 2).

Figure 3: Casa Diversa, Inaugural Headquarters in la Comuna 8,
Photo credit, Casa Diversa
Growing up Guerreándola in la Comuna 8:
Jhon’s Pathway of Conscientização
As described by Jhon, “The war has kept us from loving ourselves” (April 2018). To counteract ascription to values that condone daily dehumanization, the community-driven organization,
Casa Diversa, in la Comuna 8 decided that they would take on the
overwhelming challenge of reclaiming urban space for the LGBTQ
community (see Figure 3). Indeed, construction of Casa Diversa reflects community cooperation, agency, resourcefulness, and
commitment: Jhon and other key members of the collective hauled
bricks and other construction materials up the mountain, and built
the headquarters themselves, in sheer determination to reclaim
their right to la Comuna 8 and a space in the community for diverse
bodies, minds and spirits.
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In reaction to Casa Diversa’s collective actions and public mobilization for LGBTQ, Casa Diversa youth began to receive death
threats, threats of forced displacement and other intimidations that
intensified over time. In 2011, Jhon was violently displaced from la
Comuna 8 upon receiving a final threat to his life. All members of
the collective were subjected to gender-based violence due to their
sexual orientation or gender identity. The multiple forms of violence
they experienced included sexual violence, forced displacement
from la Comuna 8, death threats, individual and collective intimidation and outlawing of the freedom of gender identity expression.
Jhon explains the reason he chose to visualize his experiences
toward conscientização as quite literally the expression of his heart,
or the visualization of his heart beating (see Figure 4):

Figure 4: Jhon’s Conscientização Map
The electrocardiogram is an issue of the heart, so I believe that
in my story … what keeps me here is because I love this, it is my
life’s project. (Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Jhon discusses his decision to pursue a pathway of community
leadership and the decision to not pursue formal higher education
beyond certificate programs:
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I ultimately did not finish my studies and I decided not to finish them when I was displaced, well that was it, I couldn’t go to
study, nothing, and when I returned [to la Comuna 8] … I applied to the University of Antioquia and I got in ... I started classes
and as I was there, I thought, ‘Ay no, I am not going to study, for
what?’ … so I have been scolded my entire life … and told ‘Jhon,
but you need to study, look you could be coordinating a project or
something, you are so good, we need you to study’ … I feel that
my university are these 18 years … I feel like a professional … I
have worked and support research … I have done it all … well
in 18 years what couldn’t you do … I have worked in many roles
… driving youthmovements. (Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview,
April 2018)

Jhon describes what happened to his soul after displacement when,
in order to survive, he found a job in a retail store. He describes
how his life and the soul of his work were destroyed:
I was lost … I wasn’t anyone, I stopped being me, I didn’t have
anything, I wasn’t anything … today … my life is in this, this is
not only a collective movement and collective dreams but this
also an individual project, Casa Diversa today is my thesis. (Jhon,
Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Jhon also describes the importance of valuing the community
building process and the life experiences that contribute to the trajectories of social leaders and catalyze their critical consciousness.
I believe that it is this, it is the sum [of everything] … I believe that
I am the construction of one thousand experiences, of one thousand people who have been with me, of one thousand projects, of
one thousand initiatives, of one thousand activities … of so many
people and of so many things… that is what makes me proud,
that’s why I say that I want to grow old, yes, and that is what my
wisdom will be …I also feel that this is a call to understand …
social leaders, I believe that we should be certifying this work.
(Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

As Jhon teaches us, we argue for the importance of prioritizing community-based and community-derived knowledge for social justice
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and that we value, from the sectors of higher education and the allocation of public resources, the work that youth social leaders do for
justice on the frontlines. Social leaders invest decades of their lives,
energy and resources in justice-seeking efforts. The exclusionary
structures of higher education continue to leave them without recognition of their crucial roles in fighting against injustice in society.
Furthermore, Jhon contextualizes the harrowing events leading
up to his forced displacement by armed actors from his neighborhood in la Comuna 8:
We painted the LGBT flag … it was super beautiful. Below the flag
we put the following sentence, ‘because the only option is NOT
war’ with the logos of each organization … when we finished the
mural… they [paramilitary actors] erased the logos of the organizations that had participated … they erased the ‘NO,’ so what
remained was ‘Because the only option is war’ … and they erased
the symbols LGBT.
It was because of these actions, as we tried to confront the armed
actors, face to face, to generate the transformations that we …
thought were necessary in our territory, that the attacks started.
Our most intense period of mobilization and influence was in
2010, 2011. From that moment on the persecution started, both at
the individual level and as a collective … because first they brutalized the youth alone, then they brutalized us as a group … It
was systematic … there were small warnings … then there was
a direct death threat … in order to make us stop our movement.
(Jhon, Semi-Structured Interview, April 2018)

Growing up Guerreándola in El Rio Cajambre: Claudia’s Pathway of Conscientização
Claudia is a social leader in the Pacific coastal river community
of Cajambre. When asked about the pathway of conscientização in
Claudia’s growth as a social movement leader, Claudia’s mother
explains the historical context of the movement for justice in the
community:
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They launched three bombs … the military responded … and it
was then [that war started] … this [river town] was like a desert …
seeing the town desolate … was sad … and horrifying. (Claudia’s
mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

During the mapping exercise (see Figure 5), Claudia describes the
context of risk for social leaders in this coastal region of the country:

Figure 5: Claudia’s Conscientização Map
The assassination of an important female social leader had an immense influence … she was the president of the community action
board … many of us looked up to her as an example … for her
character, and her way of leading … I was unsure whether to keep
going … I said, ‘I am young, I am 22 years old ... I don’t want to
end up like that. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia’s pathway was also marked by the assassination of her
aunt, who was an important social leader in the Cajambre community, as are other family members who provided examples of
movement leadership during her childhood.
[After the assassination] The town was empty … completely empty … we remained for 25 days … twelve people stayed, 10 men
and one woman who is a nurse and me … [one leader stated] ‘If
we leave [the town alone] .. the little that we have left will be taken’ … so we all slept in my house … we went [to Buenaventura]
to visit the community in the shelters provided by the city … after
four months people gradually began to return to our river town.
(Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)
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Claudia’s mother also describes what, from her perspective, propelled Claudia toward a pathway of conscientização:
She made the decision … she learned and now is a college graduate …. she can do anything, anywhere … but she wants to fight
for what she sees happening here, that the river [community] can
push forward, that things can get better … she looks for what can
be done for her people … people need to look forward … we need
to support her, I said to her father: [He responded] ‘No, all the
leaders are threatened [lives are at risk]’ … [She responds:] … ‘oh,
Dad, but we could die anywhere.’ (Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia’s mother also acknowledges the importance of motivation
and encouragement from other social leaders in the multiple river
communities:
Look, ‘daughter,’ keep on going, you can do it, keep your head
up, whatever you need we are here to guide you,’ … she always
has support … when you are alone and you fall [she narrates] ‘I
can’t keep going,’ but there is always someone there who says:
‘You can do it, You can do it, You can, You can, You can do it.’
(Claudia’s mother, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)

Claudia describes how she identified particular areas for growth
within the current community movement logic. She describes seeing how resources did not reach her community as fueling her motivation to become a social leader:
What motivated me to become a leader in the community is that
… I perceived that many things [resources] … in the public ministries, in the non-governmental organizations, there was support
for the communities but there wasn’t anyone who could manage
those resources … I watched as time passed … Then I said: ‘...I am
going to see what I can do … what I can do to bring government
resources to the community’ … this is what motivated me to become a leader of the community.
I believe that the knowledge I have now has been so useful ...I believe that … it is very important for all women … that we follow a
pathway of becoming leaders and fighting for our territories and
for our rights. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview, May 2018)
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Claudia also describes the logic of extractivism and brain drain that
happens within the linear logic of “rural development” and youth
development as centered on formal education:
Ever since I was little … they wanted to take me away [from the
community to study] … but no … I don’t want that … to live far
away [in the principal urban areas of the Pacific coast] … So I said,
‘… I have to find something to study that enables me to support
my community … not leave and leave my community behind’ ...
the majority of our teachers … in our river … are from outside
[the community] … so what are we hoping for? … to build our
own strength, that we, ourselves, teach our peers, that are from
this very river community. (Claudia, Semi-Structured Interview,
May 2018)

Discussion
After connecting with these powerful narratives of conscientização in the lives of Claudia, Jhon, Nancy and Yirley, we present
two main arguments as a means of revolutionizing knowledge
building within a framework
of public science.
First, we address the complex commonality among these four
cases: harrowing experiences of violence as a catalyst toward social
justice action. We observe that violence has accompanied these four
young people as they grow up, guerreándola; however, we underscore the importance of employing a nuanced analytical lens that
moves beyond deterministic conclusions that position violence
as crucial to building pathways toward conscientização over other
crucial motivational factors such as the desire to enact change and
protect their connection to the land. In short, we reject the notion
that violence must happen in order to propel young people toward
conscientização. The stories that we share unfolded in contexts of
violence and precarity; however, we argue that these contexts are
not determinants of conscientização but rather are particularities of
the contours of Claudia, Jhon, Nancy and Yirley’s daily lives.
So you may ask, what can I do from within the academy to support the critical consciousness journeys of youth in their own communities? We recommend starting with your classrooms and your
research agendas, the spaces where you have the most control over
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what happens in the ivory tower. Let’s build classrooms and research agendas that center the voices of young people on the frontlines, not in ways that tokenize their experiences of marginalization
but rather that uplift their strategies of survival and transformation.
One starting point is to employ conscientização mapping as a reflexive exercise in the classroom. Students can map out their own trajectories and think through justice-seeking lessons for their communities and beyond. Conscientização mapping can also be used
in future youth-driven research aiming to learn from youth social
movements and draw out lessons learned that can be replicated for
the purpose of justice-seeking both in the academy and in community space.
Second, drawing from youth social leaders’ call to acknowledge
and center their valuable knowledge and experience in doing the
daily work of justice-seeking in society, we argue for a decolonial
approach to understanding the role of young people in propelling
change in society. This approach seeks to decolonize our current
ways of seeing the world by countering extractivist and linear notions of youth development and trajectories of higher education. We
call for a public science that supports and formally recognizes the
community-based knowledge of all social leaders fighting on the
frontlines of social justice battles. We argue that part of the slow,
multi-generational fight, meaning the everyday work of decolonization of the current structures of power throughout the world, necessitates the destabilization of the current regimes of higher education
that continue to reproduce accepted, neoliberal modes of living and
survival such as “upward mobility” through higher education. These
narrowly conceived pathways of development continue to limit our
imagination about where learning, knowledge and wisdom for social justice lie in our society. For us, revolutionary learning lies in the
dialogue and fight of social leaders on the frontlines.
So, you may ask, how can we begin to enact a public science
praxis in our daily lives? First, aligned with Jhon’s provocation
on the validation of community-based knowledge, we argue that
universities should begin validating community-driven knowledge with formal degree designations. This would require committed work with social leaders to establish the parameters of “what
counts as knowledge” and how thisfits into current schemes of
particular disciplines that grant thousands of degrees annually.
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We find it most absurd that these youth social leaders have hosted
countless university-based interns, researchers, capstone initiatives
and “volun-tourists.” These young people who gain knowledge
from these placements in community spaces of struggle graduate
with their formal degrees soon thereafter. How many more cycles
of extractivist graduations will we tolerate until we actually can
recognize social leaders as our maestros, as those with deep knowledge and wisdom that teach us how to survive the struggle?
Finally, we denounce the absence of the state in the youth social leaders’ pathways toward conscientização. We argue that these
young people are doing the work that many state institutions claim
to be doing in historically marginalized communities, both in rural
and urban contexts. In essence, these communities must continue
guerreándola in the absence of the state, without the support of formal institutions.

Conclusion
In this paper, we have centered the notion of public science in
our argument about youth pathways toward conscientização. We
have illustrated how critical consciousness building is a crucial
piece of public science—of opening up the academy and situating
knowledge production in the streets and in the legacies of community struggle in the global South.
We argue that we should all be learning from community-driven knowledge and youth-driven praxis of knowledge production
in scenarios of higher education and beyond. This learning should
not center the voices of academics holding PhDs who speak about
young people, but should highlight the voices of young maestros
themselves, revolutionizing the university as we know it and taking
the academy, the classroom, to the streets, the river communities, the
rural spaces of community struggle and to the urban margins where
legacies of social justice brilliance have been located for decades.

144

Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare

Endnotes
1. For more information and graphics, visit the Indepaz website:
http://www.indepaz.org.co/pazparaliderar/
2. For more information on the death toll of signatories, visit the
Indepaz website: http://www.indepaz.org.co/lideres-socialesy-defensores-de-derechos-humanos-asesinados-en-2021/
3. To read the full report from the National Center for Historical
Memory, visit the official website: https://centrodememoriahistorica.gov.co/el-salado-esa-guerra-no-era-nuestra/
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Impact of 9/11-Induced Adverse
Experiences on the Mental Health
of Latino Americans and the Role of
Religious Service Attendance
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Much research has documented the mental health consequences of the
terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001; however, little is known about
how the 9/11 attacks affect the mental health of Latino Americans. This
study uses a nationally representative sample of Latino Americans (N =
2,346) from the National Latino and Asian American Study (NLAAS) to
examine the relationships between 9/11-induced negative life experiences
and mental disorders. The former includes losing a job, reducing family
income, feeling less safe and secure, discrimination, loss of optimism, and
inability to cope with things. For the latter, mental disorders may exhibit
as psychological distress, depressive disorder, and anxiety disorder. This
study also evaluates the moderating role of religious service attendance
in these relationships. Results indicated that the negative life experiences
resulting from the 9/11 terrorist attacks were predictive of psychological
distress, depressive disorder, and anxiety disorder. In addition, religious
service attendance exhibited the buffering effect of the 9/11-related experiences on distress and depressive disorder, but not on anxiety disorder.
Findings highlight the potential role of religious service attendance in
mitigating the adverse mental health effects of stressors among Latinos
Americans especially in the aftermath of a disaster.
Keywords: stressors, psychological distress, mental disorder, religious service attendance
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Introduction
September 11, 2001 (9/11) terrorist attacks have significantly impacted the lives of all Americans. Such effects include, but are not
limited to, loss of lives, physical and psychological injuries, financial deprivation, feelings of alienation, and fear of terrorist attacks.
Therefore, significant effort has been put into examining the immediate and enduring health effects of 9/11 (Brackbill et al., 2019;
Richman et al., 2008; Schlenger et al., 2002; Silver et al., 2002).
Most of the literature on 9/11 terrorist attacks and mental health
has primarily focused on those in direct proximity to the traumatic
event, i.e., residents in the New York City and first-time responders
(Lowell et al., 2018), Arabs and Muslims (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009),
and the U.S. general population (Schuster et al., 2001). Studies related to the impact of 9/11 on the mental health and social treatment of
Arabs and Muslims in the United States (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009;
Bilici, 2011; Cainkar, 2009; Ikizler & Szymanski, 2018; Samari, 2016)
strongly suggest the advisability of studying the impact of 9/11
event on other racial/ethnic minorities. For example, Latinos may
experience fear of being attacked “because they resemble the Muslim Arab terrorists of 9/11” (Abu-Ras & Suarez, 2009, p. 58). People
of color indeed were subjected to increased prejudice and discrimination following the terrorist attacks, especially Sikhs (Ahluwalia
& Pellettiere, 2010), Mexican immigrants (Hitlan et al., 2007), and
immigrants in general (Legewie, 2013). Population-based surveys
have found that racial/ethnic minorities and particularly Hispanics have disproportionately experienced PTSD following 9/11 compared to the general population (DiGrande et al., 2008; Galea et al.,
2002; Pantin et al., 2003; Schuster et al., 2001).
As immigration issues have been tethered to counterterrorism
in pursuit of national security in the post-9/11 period, Islamophobia has bled into hatred of Latinos (Branton et al., 2011; Romero &
Zarrugh, 2018; Waslin, 2003). This, in turn, has brought about a series of negative life experiences to the U.S. Latino community in the
U.S., including intensified discrimination against Latinos (Almeida
et al., 2016; Romero & Zarrugh, 2018) and worsened job prospects
for Latino immigrants in the post-9/11 period (Orrenius & Zavodny, 2009). Notwithstanding, Latinos are rarely the target group
of interest in the literature of the 9/11 attacks. Even less is known

9/11 Attacks and Mental Health

149

about how the 9/11 attacks adversely affected the mental health of
Latino Americans and under what conditions 9/11-induced negative experiences are less detrimental to mental health.
Given the growing Latino population in the U.S. and the widening health disparities (Alegria et al., 2004), many efforts have been
devoted to identifying correlates of mental health in Latino Americans. These primarily focus on cultural and familial factors, such
as discrimination, acculturative stressors, and family conflict (e.g.,
Finch et al., 2000; Perreira et al., 2015). Collectively, these factors
constitute a risk factor in stress research, especially for immigrants.
Yet, very few stress researchers have considered macro-level social
stressors as being detrimental to mental health in racial/ethnic minority populations (Richman et al., 2008). Another void in the literature is the lack of investigation of a moderator that could buffer or
exacerbate the health effects of traumatic events (e.g., 9/11-induced
stressors) in minorities.
The positive link between frequent religious service attendance
and favorable health outcomes has been well documented in the
general U.S. population, primarily in non-Hispanic white and African American populations (Koenig, 2015). To date, the extent of
literature remains somewhat limited; there has been little examination of this relationship among U.S. Latinos. This is despite findings
that religion plays a vital role in Latino American culture, and nearly 90% of Latinos in the U.S. embrace a faith tradition (Diaz-Stevens,
2018; Lerman et al., 2018; Steffen & Merrill, 2011). More significantly, religion serves as a coping strategy for Latinos (Fernandez &
Loukas, 2014; Lerman et al., 2018; Moreno & Cardemil, 2018). Considering the extant findings on mental health benefits of religion in
Latinos and other minorities, it seems reasonable to explore the role
of religious service attendance on Latino Americans’ experiences
and mental health in the post-9/11 context. Thus, the second aim
of the present study is to investigate whether religious service attendance moderates the relationship between 9/11-related negative
experiences and mental health in Latino Americans.
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Methods
Data and Sample
This study is based on a secondary analysis of data. Specifically,
the data were derived from the National Latino Asian American
Study (NLAAS), 2002-2003, a nationally representative sample of
noninstitutionalized Latino and Asian Americans residing in any
of the 50 states or Washington D.C. (Alegría et al., 2004; Center for
Multicultural Mental Health Research, 2014). Interviews were conducted either face-to-face or by telephone in English or the respondent’s choice of language (e.g., Spanish). The analyses conducted
for the present study focused on the Latino sample in NLAAS (n =
2,554), which consisted of 4 subgroups of Latinos identified based
on respondents’ self-reported ethnicity; Cuban (n = 577), Puerto Rican (n = 495), Mexican (n =868), and “other” (n = 614). Participants
who were 18 years of age or older were interviewed by trained bilingual interviewers fluent in both English and Spanish. The final
NLAAS weighted response rate for the Latino sample was 75.5%.
After dropping missing cases, the final samples for the current
study were 2,374 Latino Americans (see Table 1 for descriptive statistics of samples in this study).
Measures
Mental health. Psychological distress was assessed using the Kessler psychological distress scale (K-10) (Furukawa et al., 2003).
Participants were presented with 10 symptom questions, with
response categories of 1 “none of the time” through 5 “all of the
time.” Items were summed so that higher scores represent greater
distress (Cronbach’s α = .92). Because of the skewed distribution
of K-10 scores, we adopted a cut-off score of 19, which indicated
a sensitivity of 0.71, a specificity of 0.9 (Andrews & Slade, 2001),
and recoded K-10 scores such that those who scored under 20 were
coded as experiencing no or low distress (0) and those who scored
20 or above were coded as experiencing medium or high distress
(1). Depressive disorder was assessed with a dichotomized variable
indicating whether a diagnosis of major depression or dysthymia
existed in the past 12 months. Anxiety disorder was assessed with a
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dichotomized variable indicating the presence or absence of any
of the following disorders; panic attack, panic disorder, agoraphobia, social phobia, generalized anxiety disorder, or posttraumatic
stress disorder. The presence of those diagnoses was determined
with the World Mental Health Composite International Diagnostic
Interview (WMH-CIDI) (Kessler et al., 1998), which is equivalent
to the criteria of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders (American Psychiatric Association, 1994).
9/11-induced adverse experiences. Participants were asked, “As a
result of the [9/11] attacks, how much has your life been affected in
the following six areas—losing my job, reduction in family income,
feeling less safe and secure, having been treated unfairly because
of my race, ethnicity or physical appearance, less optimistic about
future, and no longer cope with things.” The responses to each item
were made on a 4-point Likert-type scale, not at all (1), a little (2),
some (3), and a lot (4). Responses to these six items were summed to
create a 9/11-induced adverse experiences index with higher scores
indicating greater 9/11-related negative experiences (Cronbach’s α
= .69).
Religious service attendance. Religious service attendance was assessed with a single item. Respondents were asked how often they
attend religious service. Response choices ranged from 1 (never)
to 5 (more than once a week). It should be noted that the response
for those with no religion was coded as a default of “never” in the
NLAAS data.
Control variables. Models also controlled for 9/11-related background factors, including knowing anyone killed 9/11 attacks,
knowing anyone injured 9/11 attacks, and time spent getting information from the media a few weeks after attacks (1 = none; 7 = more
than twelve hours). Time spent getting information from the media
serves as an indicator of the exposure to a traumatic event (Schuster et al., 2001; Silver et al., 2002). Furthermore, using the interview
date, we calculated the number of months that had passed after
9/11, and the time interval following the attacks was controlled in
the models.
The second set of covariates includes three risk factors for the
mental health of Latino Americans: everyday discrimination was
assessed using a nine-item scale in which respondents reported they had experienced unfair treatment in their day-to-day life
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(Cronbach’s α = .91) (Williams et al., 1997). We also used a measure
of acculturative stress consisting of a 10-item scale drawn from the
Hispanic Stress Inventory (HSI) (Cronbach’s α = .91) (Cervantes et
al., 1991). Finally, we measured family cultural conflict using fiveitems regarding respondents’ frequency of cultural and intergenerational conflict over values and goals (Cervantes et al., 1991) drawn
from a subscale of the HSI (Cronbach’s α = .79).
The third set of covariates contains sociodemographic characteristics: gender, age, marital status, education, ancestry, employment status, poverty status, years of residence in the U.S., English
proficiency, and region of residence. In addition, physical health
status, self-rated physical health, and the number of chronic conditions (e.g., chronic back pain, stroke, heart disease, etc.), was adjusted in the model. Finally, social desirability measured with Crowne
and Marlowe 10-item inventory was also controlled (Crowne &
Marlowe, 1960). Weighted descriptive statistics of all these variables are reported in Table 1.
Statistical Analysis
We calculated descriptive statistics for participants’ characteristics and the proportion of mental health outcomes and tested
differences by the 9/11-induced negative life experiences with Chisquare tests and ANOVA. Three nested logistic regression models
were performed to estimate the association between 9/11-induced
adverse experiences and mental health outcomes. Model 1 as the
baseline model contains the key independent variable, adjusting
for all control variables. Model 2 added religious service attendance
along with other known stressors in Latino Americans’ lives (i.e.,
discrimination, acculturative stressor, and family cultural conflict).
Finally, Model 3 included an interaction term between 9/11-induced negative experiences and religious attendance in each multivariate regression model to test the moderating effect of religious
attendance. Sampling weights were applied throughout the data
analyses to adjust for differential probabilities of selection and nonresponse (Alegria et al., 2004; Heeringa et al., 2004). All statistical
analyses were conducted in Stata16.0 (StataCorp, 2019).

9/11 Attacks and Mental Health

153

Results
Descriptive Patterns
For descriptive purposes, we categorized 9/11-induced adverse
experiences scores into no/low (4-8), medium (9-10), and high (1124) according to 3-quantiles. The first row of Table 1 shows that the
mean of the 9/11-induced adverse experiences index was 9.53 (SD
= 3.48, range = 4 to 24). The second set of rows reports that greater
9/11-induced adverse experiences were associated with more significant distress, depressive disorder, and anxiety disorder. Differences in mental health outcomes by 9/11-induced negative experiences were statistically significant and appeared reasonably large,
for example, 13% versus 27% anxiety disorder with low versus high
9/11-induced adverse experiences, respectively.
Overall Effect of 9/11 Terrorist Attacks
Table 2 reports the percentage of respondents on each item
that constitutes the 9/11-induced adverse experiences index. In the
post-9/11 period, 9/11-related life experiences seem to be primarily
involved in perceptions of the world as being less safe and less optimistic about the future. More than 60% of the Latino Americans
in our sample reported that they felt less safe. Nearly half of them
reported that they felt less optimistic about the future. Further, approximately a quarter of the participants reported that they lost
their job or went through reduction in family income.
Finally, 18% of the respondents reported experiences of unfair
treatment due to race/appearance as a result of the 9/11attacks. The
prevalence of discrimination is relatively lower compared to other
aspects of 9/11-induced adverse experiences. However, its negative
impact on mental health may be significant given the well-documented relationship between discrimination and mental health in
minorities (Williams et al., 1997).

Table 1. Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables by 9/11-Induced Adverse Experiences in
Latino Americans, NLAAS 2002-2003
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Table 1. (continued)
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Table 2. Ratings on each item of 9/11-induced adverse experiences Index among 2,374 Latinos in the U.S.
NLASS, 2002–2003
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Table 3. Results for multivariable logistic regression of psychological distress on 9/11-induced adverse experience and religious attendance in Latino Americans, NLAAS, 2002-2003 (N = 2,374)
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Predicting Mental Health in Latino Americans Post-9/11
Table 3 reports odds ratios from the logistic regression models
of psychological distress (K-10 with over 19). As shown in Model 1
of Table 3, each one-unit increase in 9/11-induced adverse experiences was associated with significantly greater odds of psychological distress (OR = 1.115, 95% CI 1.065-1.167). To put it in context,
the predicted probability of distress increased from 4% to 29% with
an increase in 9/11-induced adverse experiences scores from 4 to
24. Model 2 adds the attendance of religious services, showing that
the odds of reporting distress for those who attend more than once
a week of religious services are 69% lower than those who never
attend services (OR = .309, 95% CI .158-.60). Along with 9/11-related experiences, everyday discrimination, acculturative stress,
and family cultural conflict were also positively associated with increased odds of distress in Latino adults.
The interaction effect model (see Model 3) revealed that the association between 9/11-induced adverse experiences and distress
was moderated by religious attendance (OR = .810, 95% CI .688
-.955). Figure 1 plots predicted probabilities of moderate/high psychological distress, showing that the steepness of the positive relationship between 9/11-induced negative experiences and distress
depends on the frequency of attendance at religious services.
Specifically, the risk of distress associated with greater 9/11-related experiences is much lower for those who attend religious services
frequently (i.e., once a week) than those who never attend services.
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Figure 1. The Effect of 9/11-Induced Adverse Experiences on Psychological distress by Religious Service Attendance, NLAAS, 2002-2003

Table 4 reports results from the logistic regression models of
depressive disorder. In Model 1, a one-unit change in the negative
life experiences was associated with 8% higher odds of reporting
depressive disorder (OR = 1.082; 95% CI 1.029-1.134). To put this in
context, the predicted probability of depressive disorder increased
from 4% to 16% with an increase in 9/11-induced adverse experiences from 4 to 24. Further, the odds of having depressive disorder
for those who have attended religious services more than once a
week are 60% lower than those who have never attended the religious services (OR = .392, 95% CI:.191-.807) (Model 2). Model 2
shows that family cultural conflict and discrimination were significantly associated with increased risk of depressive disorder; however, acculturative stress was marginally significant at 0.10 level.
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Table 4. Results for multivariable logistic regression of 12-month depressive disorder on 9/11-induced adverse experience and religious
attendance in Latino Americans, NLAAS, 2002-2003 (N = 2,374)
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Figure 2. The Effect of 9/11-Induced Adverse Experiences on Depressive Disorder by Religious Service Attendance, NLAAS, 20022003. Note: Figure 2 is based on estimates derived from a model 3
of Table 3

Note: Figure 1 is based on estimates derived from a model 3 of Table 3

Finally, an interaction term was introduced to Model 3 of Table 4. A significant interaction effect (OR = .835, 95% CI: .723-.966)
was observed in regular religious service attenders (i.e., “once a
month”). As with psychological distress, the steepness of the positive relationship between 9/11-induced adverse experiences and
depressive disorder appears to vary by frequency of attendance at
religious services (see Figure 2). Among people with moderate and
high 9/11-induced adverse experiences, a higher risk of depressive
disorder is prominent in those who never attended religious services. In contrast, regular religious service attendees exhibited a
lower risk of depressive disorder.
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Table 5. Results for multivariable logistic regression of 12-month
anxiety disorder on 9/11-induced adverse experience and religious
attendance in Latino Americans, NLAAS, 2002-2003 (N = 2,374)
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The results from Model 1 of Table 5 indicate a positive relationship between 9/11-induced adverse experiences and anxiety
disorder. Specifically, each one-unit increase in 9/11-induced negative experiences was associated with a 9% increase in the odds of
reporting anxiety disorder (OR = 1.088, 95% CI 1.042-1.137). Also,
discrimination and family cultural conflict were associated with
increased odds of anxiety disorder. Finally, religious service attendance was negatively associated with anxiety disorder, which did
not reach statistical significance (see Model 2 of Table 5). The interaction effect of religious service attendance was not statistically
significant in predicting anxiety disorder (see Model 2 of Table 5).

Discussion
To advance our understanding of the mental health impacts after
the 9/11 terrorist attacks in diverse minority populations, we broadened our examination of post-9/11 experiences regarding discrimination, economic hardship, and terrorism-related fears. Using a sample
of Latino Americans in an existing population-based study, we investigated the extent to which the September 11, 2001, terror attacks
affected mental health, focusing on subsequent adverse social, economic, and psychological experiences in the Latino community. We
also evaluated the role of religious service attendance in the mental
health consequences of the 9/11 terrorist attacks.
Based on the NLAAS data collected between May 2002 and November 2003, most Latino Americans reported feeling less safe and
less optimistic about the future due to the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The
result resonates with recent polls, which reveal lingering concerns
about safety and fears of terrorism in the general population of
Americans, even nearly two decades after the terrorist attack (Mueller & Stewart, 2018; Reinhart, 2017). Also, Americans’ concerns about
terrorism are remarkably similar across the board (Reinhart, 2017).
Our findings may be no surprise; however, what matters are the enduring health effects (Brackbill et al., 2019). Considering that Latinos
in need of mental health care underutilize and have less access to
mental health services (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2015), it is critical to understand how the 9/11 attacks affect mental health in Latinos. While feeling unsafe as a result
of 9/11 was prevalent throughout most society, the fear and anxiety
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might have been intensified for Latinos in repressive and hostile sociopolitical contexts and may be exacerbated by current hardships.
The main finding from this study is that 9/11-induced adverse
experiences were a risk factor for distress and mental disorders.
There is plentiful evidence of a rise of anti- Islam/Muslim sentiment
after the 9/11 terrorist attacks, which is detrimental to the mental
health of people in that population. Recent studies have demonstrated that Islamophobia has concurrently extended to Latinos
through political rhetoric, public policy, and institutional changes
(Romero & Zarrugh, 2018). Presumably, the anti-immigrant climate
contributes to stressful life experiences, and health issues have been
seen in Latinos as a whole, not just immigrants (Almeida et al.,
2016; Vargas et al., 2017). The racialized nature of policies during
the post-9/11 period deserves consideration as a backdrop for the
mental health effects of 9/11.
It should be noted that neither immigrant policies nor the terrorist attacks themselves caused adverse health outcomes. Still, the
externalities of policies are likely to have significantly impacted
Latinos’ mental health. This finding suggests that it is worthwhile
to investigate the pathways by which anti-immigration policies and
political environments affect minorities’ mental health.
This explanation is also supported by the results from the supplemental analyses (not shown here). We regressed mental health
outcomes on each item of the 9/11-induced adverse experiences.
The results revealed that of the six items, feeling less optimistic
and safe, experiencing unfair treatment, and no longer coping with
things were all significantly associated with increased risk of psychological distress and depressive and anxiety disorders. However,
job loss and reduced family income were not statistically significant.
Table 2 showed that more than half of the Latino Americans in the
NLAAS sample felt less safe and less optimistic about the future,
whereas approximately a quarter of the respondents reported job
loss and reduction in family income. Together, Latinos seemed to
be affected by the 9/11 terrorist attacks primarily through adverse
psychological and social experiences rather than financial loss.
Another key finding is that religious service attendance acts as
a buffer against distress and depressive disorder associated with
the 9/11 terrorist attacks. The result corroborates the evidence in
the previous studies. For instance, the stress-buffering effects of
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religious attendance have been reported in some empirical studies of the Oklahoma City bombing event (Pargament et al., 1998),
Hurricane Katrina (Henslee et al., 2015), and in a sample of Latino
Americans (Ellison et al., 2009; Fernandez & Loukas, 2014; Hill et
al., 2020; Moreno & Cardemil, 2018). Several mechanisms underlie
the mental health benefits of religious attendance. The most frequently discussed explanation is that religious service attendance
grants access to social resources. These include social support and
social integration, as well as psychological resources, such as hope,
optimism, a positive outlook on a stressful situation, and the feeling of God’s presence in everyday matters (Acevedo et al., 2014;
Hill et al., 2020).
Interestingly, there were insignificant protective and buffering
effects of religious service attendance on anxiety disorder, which is
consistent with prior studies (Baetz et al., 2006; Koenig, 1999). This
null finding possibly has to do with the measurement for religious
involvement in this study. Specifically, we used the frequency of
religious service attendance, which may underestimate its health
benefits (Schnittker, 2001). A more direct way to measure religious
involvement, such as church-based social activities, worship, or
spiritual support, may have allowed us to find a more noticeable
effect on anxiety disorder (Pargament et al., 1998).
The present study is not without limitations. First, due to the
cross-sectional nature of the study, neither temporality nor causality can be established. Given the significant associations of 9/11-induced adverse experiences and religious attendance with mental
health, their reciprocal relationships cannot be ruled out. People
may increase their religious service attendance after the occurrence
of stressful life events and mental illness. Also, it is unclear whether
mental health disorders were pre-existing and concurrent to the disaster or caused or exacerbated by 9/11- induced stressors. Second,
this paper relied on only one dimension of religiosity, that is, “organizational” religiosity with religious service attendance as a measure. Future research should investigate the association between religion and health with a more detailed examination of religiosity (e.g.,
subjective religiosity and religious beliefs). Third, the key variables
of interest are all reliant on self-reports. Although social desirability
was controlled in the multivariate analyses, the participants could
not give their total experience of how 9/11 had affected their lives.
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Thus, this study is limited in removing respondents’ differential understanding and interpretation of the survey questions.
The data from the NLLAS were collected in 2002-2003, which
was well suited to explore the effects of 9/11 on mental health in
Latino Americans. Therefore, we should admit that the results from
this study only reflect the observed time period, 2002-2003. Nevertheless, the results of this study remain relevant in that they serve
as the basis for future research and call for attention to be focused
on how macro-level traumas and disasters impinge on mental
health in racial/ethnic minorities. This work discusses how terrorist
attacks might differ from other macro-level traumas, such as natural disasters and pandemics, in affecting mental health, and it also
addresses the role of religion in addressing mental distress minorities experienced during and after traumatic events.

Conclusion
These findings highlight the possibility that, even if people are
indirectly exposed to traumatic events, the ensuing stressful life experiences and acute stress reactions may increase vulnerability to
mental health problems. Recognizing how adverse experiences resulting from the 9/11 attacks and other disasters affect health could
play a meaningful role in adapting mental health interventions to
address mental illness symptoms experienced by Latinos in America. This is particularly important because disasters often hit racial/
ethnic minority groups the hardest, exacerbating existing health
disparities. Religious leaders and congregations may play a vital
role in disseminating mental health care information and resources
among Latinos, especially after traumatic events (Campbell et al.,
2007; Caplan, 2019). In conclusion, this group’s religious involvement and reaction to traumatic events should be considered and
addressed in clinical settings.
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BOOK REVIEWS
Carolyn McLaughlin, South Bronx Battles: Stories of Resistance, Resilience, and Renewal. University of California Press (2019). 362 pages,
$29.95 (paperback).
South Bronx Battles is a case study of the evolution of an urban neighborhood from the 1960s to 2018. It is a timely addition
to ongoing conversations about urbanization, gentrification, and
diversity, as well as nonprofit and community practice in social
work. The book provides a wealth of historic details, including interviews with community members, photographs, a timeline, and
a neighborhood map. It offers a unique perspective on changes in
the South Bronx area of New York City through the perspective
of author and social worker Carolyn McLaughlin’s five decades of
work in the community, including 34 years as the Executive Director of BronxWorks, a large human services agency. When she
began working at BronxWorks, it was a small agency with a budget
of $50,000 and upon her retirement in 2013, the agency had 600 staff
and a budget of $36 million. BronxWorks provides a wide variety
of services, including housing supports, afterschool care, and economic opportunity programs (Scaglione, 2013), and MacLaughlin’s
narrative richly describes both the growth of the agency and the
evolution of the neighborhood.
McLaughlin describes the book as a work of oral history and
journalism, and her stance as being that of a participant observer (p. 7). Her passion for the community and her deep knowledge
grounded in years of experience come across clearly throughout
the text. Readers interested in policy and history will appreciate
learning about how social, political, economic, cultural, and demographic trends influenced the neighborhood, such as the 1960s urban renewal and the 1990s environmental justice movements.
In the tradition of radical social work, in recent years, the mainstream profession has begun to reflect critically on how white social
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workers have failed to partner with, and at times been complicit
in harm done to Black, Latinx, Asian, Pacific Islander, and Native
American communities. Too often, people of color are treated as
recipients of service or subjects of research, rather than experts and
leaders of the communities in which they live and work.
At times, in its perspective, South Bronx Battles reflects this marginalizing aspect of our social work history. For example, the book
opens with a description of a community leader as petite and pretty,
with an “Afro” (quotation marks in the original text, p. 1). Though
likely unintentional, the focus on the leader’s appearance and use
of quotations around the word afro diminishes and exoticizes the
leader. Several pages into the introduction (p. 8), the author writes,
“I also write as someone who is concerned about the tendency to
blame society’s ills on poor people, rather than seeing these people as assets who contribute greatly to our communities.” To this
reader, “these people” stands out as an othering term, framing the
community as an object. Later in the book, after noting that 85-90%
of the staff were people of color and neighborhood residents, the
author writes, “As we grew, I necessarily became more of a supervisor and administrator and less involved in directly delivering
service…I think (and hope) that I constantly pushed for program
quality and for staff to act professionally” (p. 126). The juxtaposition of the description of the staff as consisting primary of people of
color with the comment about pushing for quality and professionalism is problematic. Standards for professionalism often reinforce
norms and expectations imposed by the dominant white culture in
how people dress, wear their hair, communicate, and work together (Gray, 2019).
This does not mean the text should not be read, shared, and discussed, but rather that the white-centric lens be considered as much
a part of our history as the content. The future of community practice
must involve more work based in mutual aid, which “rejects the idea
of a hierarchy between giver and receiver” (Lowrey, 2021). Towards
the end, in discussing solutions to gentrification and displacement,
the book shifts towards a more empowerment-oriented approach
as it describes tenant organizing through Community Action for
Safe Apartments (CASA), “a membership driven tenant organizing
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project” (CASA, n.d.). South Bronx Battles gives readers an opportunity to reflect on past social work practice and how we can focus our
future efforts on meaningful partnership, equity, and justice.
Sarah Taylor
California State University, East Bay
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